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Abstract 

 

Glastonbury, England is considered the most multivalent pilgrimage site in Britain. It is also an important 
contemporary centre for New Age belief. Every year thousands of spiritual pilgrims visit the town with 
some drawn to make it their home. 

 

This comparative study examines Glastonbury in terms of Wilbert Gesler’s ‘therapeutic landscape’ theory 
(1992) and seeks to investigate the experiences of spiritual pilgrims in terms of healing and 
transformation. Medical geographer, Gesler recognised that pilgrimage sites had often acquired 
reputations over time as places of healing.  

 

Research has been undertaken in Glastonbury with both visiting and settled spiritual pilgrims utilising 
Geraldine Perriam’s framework for investigation into ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance’ (2015).  
Reflecting on Gesler’s case study of Lourdes, (1996) Perriam’s framework focuses on the spiritual 
component of therapeutic landscapes, and explores the relationship between “place, spirituality and 
healing.”  This framework was used to ascertain levels of spiritual connection, improved well-being, sense 
of community promoting self-healing and renewal. 

 

This research has identified Glastonbury as a ‘therapeutic landscape’ with the Tor, Chalice Well and White 
Spring as the most important ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance’ for spiritual pilgrims. 

 

Keywords:  Glastonbury, therapeutic landscape, pilgrimage, new age, healing 
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The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. 
He to whom the emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand wrapped in awe, is 

as good as dead —his eyes are closed. 

                                                                                                                                                             Albert Einstein 
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CHAPTER 1 – THERAPEUTIC LANDSCAPE THEORY: AN INTRODUCTION 

 

Background to the Project 

 “Pilgrimage exemplifies the belief in the power of place, the inherent healing energies of specific 
locations. Pilgrimage’s movement into sacred space involves engagement with special energies and 
powers, often embedded in the landscape and architecture” 

                                                                                                                          (Dubisch and Winkelman 2005, xviii) 

The benefits to physical and mental health through engagement with heritage has been explored in 

numerous studies. However, the focus has mainly been on volunteering and project participation 

(Heritage Counts 2014). Over the past twenty years, in Europe, research into pilgrimage and cultural 

heritage has been increasing (Chemin 2011, 119), with several studies focusing on pilgrimage sites as 

“therapeutic landscapes” (Bell et al 2018, 126). 

The term ‘therapeutic landscape’ was first used in 1992, by medical geographer, Wilbert Gesler. He 

proposed that natural and built environments, social conditions and human perceptions, could in some 

cases “combine to produce an atmosphere which is conducive to healing” (Gesler 1996, 96). Pilgrimage 

sites were of special interest to Gesler, who recognised they had often, over time, acquired reputations 

as places of healing.  He perceived religion and healing to be interlinked, with pilgrims associating sites 

with supernatural powers and divine benevolence (Gesler 1996,95). 

Research carried out using Gesler’s theory has focused on Christian pilgrimage such as Foley’s (2010) work 

on holy wells in Ireland and Maddrell’s (2013) study on Praying the Keeills in the Isle of Man (Bell et al 

2018, 126). However, a recent project incorporating the theme of ‘therapeutic landscapes’ took place on 

the Stonehenge and Avebury landscape from autumn 2016 to spring  2017. The ground breaking Human 

Henge, project was run in collaboration with the Restoration Trust, English Heritage, the National Trust, 

Bournemouth University and The Richmond Fellowship (Human Henge 2016). 

Described as “a new project about archaeology, mental health and creativity” (Human Henge 2016), the 

project was based on the idea that Stonehenge had been a place of pilgrimage and healing in ancient 

times; a type of ‘prehistoric Lourdes’ (English Heritage 2017). Intrinsic to the project was the concept of 

‘cultural therapy’ (Darvill and Heaslip 2017, 5). 

Focusing mainly on group archaeology and history activities, the programme also incorporated what 

might be called “new age spiritual activities.” For example, to celebrate Spring Equinox, a ceremonial 

totem  pole  was created  by modelling  symbols out of clay and  affixing them to a specially chosen tree 
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(Faulkner 2018). Participants on the Stonehenge landscape were encouraged to connect to the ancestors 

through drumming and singing as well as taking part in an elemental blessing ceremony. This included 

chanting, meditation and working with the four directions (Human Henge 2017).  It is commonplace to 

see such activities taking place at Stonehenge and Avebury, particularly at the solstice and equinox 

celebrations (See figure 1). 

 

     Figure 1. Drumming at Stonehenge Autumn Equinox celebration 2016. Photo © L Munday 

The New Age community have long associated Stonehenge and Avebury as places of healing (Wheatley 

2014).  Along with Glastonbury, in the neighbouring county of Somerset, they are considered to be 

powerful places of earth energy (Bowman 2005, 183).  For some in the New Age,  all three sites are “a 

cosmological scheme laid out by the lost Atlanteans or by extra- terrestrial Saucerians” (Turner & Turner 

2011, 21-22).  

Whilst it is a matter of hermeneutics concerning the Avebury and Stonehenge landscapes, Glastonbury is 

well known as an ancient place of pilgrimage (Bowman 1993, 29). It has more recently become a 

contemporary centre for New Age belief and has been the source of much study (Pilgrim Reception 2011).   

The term ‘New Age’ is difficult to define. There is much about it that is not new, as it particularly focuses 

on ancient belief systems and practices (Bowman 1993,38). It also includes holistic health approaches, 

environmentalism and eco-spirituality (Prince &Riches 2000, 56)   Many in Glastonbury are ambivalent 

about the term and do not identify with it (Prince & Riches 2000, 52). The term ‘spiritual’ is often 
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preferred, the definition of which is, “a personal, intuitive, experiential involvement with the divine, the 

supernatural, or the universe (Bowman 2008, 243).  Therefore, in this thesis, the terms ‘alternative 

spiritual community’ and ‘spiritual pilgrim’ will be used with regards to Glastonbury. The term ‘New Age’ 

will still be used when referring to the New Age movement in general.   

The definition of a spiritual pilgrim in this study is one who is on a “quest for the sacred” (Moranis 1992, 

2) Settled spiritual pilgrims are defined as pilgrims that have been drawn to live in Glastonbury having 

previously visited as spiritual pilgrims. Visiting spiritual pilgrims are defined as those who are drawn to 

visit Glastonbury, but live outside the town. 

An important body of work on both settled and visiting spiritual pilgrims has been compiled by religious 

studies specialist, Dr Marion Bowman, who has been conducting research in the town since the early 

1990’s (Bowman 2012, 328).  The focus of her studies has been vernacular religion, which she describes 

as “what people actually believe, how they actually behave, and how this is expressed in everyday life, 

rather than on some idealised notion of what they should be believing or doing” (Bowman 2005, 165). 

She has written several papers covering themes such as contemporary pilgrimage, (2008) the Holy Thorn 

ceremony (2006) and the spiritual economy (2012). 

Other notable research has been conducted in the late 1980’s by anthropologist, Ruth Prince. This focused 

on understanding Glastonbury’s counter-cultural way of life. This culminated in a book, The New Age in 

Glastonbury, The Construction of Religious Movements (Prince & Riches 2000). In the late 1990’s, 

anthropologist Adrian Ivakhiv did comparative research on the cultural and ecological politics of pilgrim-

migrants in both Glastonbury and Sedona, Arizona. This also led to a book, Claiming sacred ground: 

Pilgrims and Politics at Glastonbury and Sedona (Ivakhiv 2001). 

The focus of pilgrim research has been on spiritual pilgrims, their beliefs and behaviours as well as the 

political and economic structure of the alternative spiritual community. There has been little focus on 

how spiritual pilgrims, both visiting and settled, experience Glastonbury as a place of healing and 

transformation. 

Glastonbury has long been associated with healing for both Christians and the New Age movement (Prince 

& Riches 2000, 92). Whilst pilgrimage studies have focused on pilgrims’ experiences of healing at Christian 

sites, such as Lourdes, (Goldingay et al 2014; Harris 2013; Gesler 1996) there has been no research 

conducted to examine alternative spiritual pilgrims’ experiences of healing at Glastonbury. The term 

healing here is defined as a “quest for wholeness, understood as alleviation, a possible reduction in the 

severity of symptoms, an improvement in the quality of life” (Perriam 2015, 20). 

This study, therefore, examines Glastonbury in terms of Gesler’s’ therapeutic landscape’ theory (Gesler 

1993). It is a comparative study examining how visiting and settled spiritual pilgrims, experience 



 
4 

 

Glastonbury in terms of healing and transformation.  A separate study of visiting spiritual pilgrims at a 

weekend retreat in the town will be also be examined in the same terms. They are both achieved by 

utilising Geraldine Perriam’s framework of investigation into ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance’ 

which focuses on the relationship between “place, spirituality and healing” (Perriam 2015,20).  The next 

two sections will give more information on both Gesler’s and Perriam’s theories and how they will be 

applied in this study.   

Gesler and Therapeutic Landscape Theory   

The 5th symposium on Medical Geography, held in North Carolina in 1992, saw Wilbert Gesler present 

material on “therapeutic landscapes” for the first time (Kearns & Gesler 1998, ix). Along with Robin 

Kearns, Gesler saw a need to move away from Positivist and hegemonic biomedical methodologies and 

place an emphasis on social theory, which included humanism, structuralism, realism and postmodernism 

(Gesler 1996, 95). This led to the emergence of a ‘post-medical geography’ known as  ‘health geography’ 

which focused on health and healing in the context of place (Khachatourians 2006,1; Gesler and Kearns 

1998, 1). It sought to understand “how the interactions of humans, materials and the environment, shapes 

and contains health, well-being, survival and flourishing” (Andrews et al 2018, 2).  

Gesler recognised that modern healthcare did not have a holistic ethos (Gesler 1993, 175). Increasing 

numbers of people in the 1990’s were turning to alternative and New Age therapies due to the inequalities 

of hegemonic mainstream medicine (Gesler 1993, 172-175). He believed the health care system in the 

western world should be providing patients with ‘therapeutic landscapes’ or environments conducive to 

both physical and mental healing (Gesler 1993, 171). 

“A therapeutic landscape arises when physical and built environments, social conditions and human 
perceptions combine to produce an atmosphere which is conducive to healing. The term healing is used 
here in a broad manner to include cures in the biomedical sense (physical healing), a sense of 
psychological well-being (mental healing) and feelings of spiritual renewal (spiritual healing).  

                                                                                                                                                             (Gesler 1996, 96) 

The term ‘landscape’ includes cultural, social, natural and man-made environments, both rural and urban 

(Gesler 1992, 736).  However, the natural environment was an important part of this landscape (Gesler 

1992, 735). Throughout history people have been drawn to go into nature for healing, particularly to de-

stress, but also to utilise an abundant array of plants and herbs for healing (Gesler 1992,736). 

Water too is a significant component of healing,  an important symbol of absolution and purification with 

spas playing an important role (Gesler 1993, 174). He concluded that the human-made built environment 

could work together with the natural to produce therapeutic environments or ‘landscapes’ such as the 
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“awe engendered by the magnificent edifices enclosing many Roman baths” (Gesler 1993, 174).  (See 

figure 2) 

 

  Figure 2. The Sacred Spring at the Roman Baths, Bath. Photo © David Dixon (cc-by-sa/2.0) 

Gesler also proposed that landscape has symbolic meaning and can be read as text, revealing human 

values and activities (Gesler 1992, 736).  

“To interpret therapeutic landscapes, it is essential to introduce the notion of symbols and symbolic 
landscapes. Both concrete and abstract symbols, signs, icons and tokens (e.g. the flag, patriotism, the 
physician’s white coat, the Hippocratic Oath) are used by humans to express meaning. Some 
anthropologists study cultures entirely from the perspectives that they are complex symbolic systems. 
The cultural landscape can be viewed as a product of symbolic action, it represents structures or cultural 
images.” 

                                                                                                                                                           (Gesler 1992, 746) 

As well as spas, pilgrimage sites were of special interest to Gesler, who recognised they had often, over 

time, acquired reputations as places of healing (Gesler 1996, 95). Religion and healing were interlinked, 

with pilgrims associating these sites with supernatural powers and divine benevolence (Gesler 1996, 96).  

Whilst accepting the individual qualities of each site, he also recognised that “natural and human-made 
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environments, historical events, cultural beliefs, social relations and personal experiences” all contributed 

to the reputation of these healing sites (Gesler 1996, 95). 

Gesler studied three sites to further support his’ therapeutic landscape’ theory, conducting case studies 

of the Sanctuary of Asklepios at Epidaurus in Greece (Gesler 1993), Lourdes in France (Gesler 1996) and 

Bath in England (Gesler 1998). Whilst  Epidaurus and Bath have been places of  pilgrimage in antiquity, 

only Lourdes is a contemporary place of pilgrimage (Gesler 2003, 65).  However, Bath and Epidaurus still 

attract thousands of tourists every year, as UNESCO World Heritage Sites (UNESCO 2018a; UNESCO 

2018b). 

Epidaurus is a site dedicated to Asklepius, the Greek god of healing, and was a celebrated place of healing 

in the Classical world (Coleman & Elsner 1995, 20). Entering the Epidaurus temple complex transported 

you from the everyday into sacred space where you would feel protected by the gods. The temple 

buildings gave a sense of awe and sacredness and embodied the god as a place of healing (Gesler 1993, 

178). (See figure 3)  Engaging in shared rituals at the complex fostered a sense of community with other 

pilgrims (Gesler 1993, 180). Shared rituals are an important part of ‘therapeutic landscapes’: 

“Beliefs and practices that we consider to be magical such as religious rites or healing rituals, are 
important not because of their efficacy but because of their affective, expressive or symbolic effect. Like 
myths they provide imperfect ways of responding to apparently inexplicable experiences such as illness 
and death.”  

                                                                                                                                                           (Gesler 1993, 180) 

Like many Greek temples, the Asklepius temple was located on previously sacred ground revered back to 

prehistoric times (Gesler 1993, 181).  Myths of the  god’s status  as part human part deity, were a 

significant aspect of the symbolic landscape (Gesler 1993, 182).  Dream healing was experienced by people 

sleeping in the temple. During sleep they would be able to commune with the gods and receive healing. 

Other rituals had to take place first such as sacrificing an animal, giving gifts to the god and washing as 

purification (Coleman & Elsner 1995, 20). 

“In places such as Epidauros the natural surroundings, the built environment, symbol complexes, beliefs 
and expectations, sense of place, social relations and relative equality, everyday activities and territoriality 
all influenced, physical mental and spiritual well-being.” 

                                                                                                                                                         (Gesler 1993, 186) 

In the book, Healing Waters: Therapeutic Landscapes in Historic and Contemporary Ireland (2016), Foley, 

describes Gesler’s spa towns and pilgrimage sites as “exemplary therapeutic landscapes.” (Foley 2016, 5).  

He notes a surprising lack of subsequent research in this area by academics (Foley 2016, 5).  The original 

definition of ‘therapeutic landscapes’ has been expanded to include sites such as pristine natural 
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landscapes devoid of human intervention (Khachatourians 2006,30) and the intangible heritage of Native 

American Indian medicine (Khachatourians 2006,35).  Foley also points out, however, the dual aspect of 

a therapeutic place. He believes antithetical narratives exist within the field of ‘therapeutic landscapes’ 

with individuals having contradictory experiences in the same place (Foley 2016, 6). 

Figure 3. Ruins of the temple complex at Epidaurus, Greece. Photo © Janmad (cc-by-sa/4.0) 

Collins and Kearns also question whether a place is “inherently therapeutic” or very much shaped by the 

individual’s personal experience. There is a duality in ‘therapeutic landscapes’ with the potential for harm 

or non-therapeutic situations to occur (Collins and Kearns (2007) cited in Foley 2016, 5).  For example, in 

2013 over 5,000 people were killed, mainly Hindu pilgrims, during heavy flooding and landslides in 

Uttarakhand, Northern India at the Chota Char Dham pilgrimage circuit (The Economist 2013).  

Gesler utilises Foucault’s ‘archaeology of discourse’ to investigate sites. This involves accessing historical 

documents to determine what people of the time said about certain places and sites. The focus is to 

“uncover the underlying meaning of documentary material” (Gesler 1993, 177).  However, it is not always 

possible to access reliable historical documents and often pilgrimage sites are contested spaces with many 

views of their original purpose (Reader 2015, 38). Glastonbury is one such site with multiple layers of 

history and a plethora of interpretations about its underlying meaning (Bowman 2005, 159).  These layers 

and their symbolism will be discussed in Chapter 3.  

A study by Ariane Khachatourians (2006) has identified twenty-one elements from Gesler’s case studies 

which link together the natural, built, social and spiritual/symbolic environments. (Khachatourians 2006, 

42).  (See figure 4). Regarding this study, an assessment of Glastonbury as a ‘therapeutic landscape’ will 

be undertaken using the twenty-one elements that Khachatourians has identified. (Khachatourians 2006, 
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42). Glastonbury has a variety of sites that are associated with healing, which have outstanding natural 

beauty and the presence of water, so important to Gesler’s theory (Gesler 1993, 174).   

 
Figure 4. Key elements of Gesler’s ‘therapeutic landscapes’ theory 

The comparative study of visiting spiritual pilgrims and those spiritual pilgrims who have chosen to settle 

in the town will be conducted using Geraldine Perriam’s framework of investigation which is covered in 

the next section. The retreat study will also be conducted using the same framework. 

Perriam’s ‘Therapeutic Sites of Spiritual Significance” 

Spirituality and spiritual healing, especially at pilgrimage sites, are central to Gesler’s theory on 

“therapeutic landscapes” (Bell et al 2018, 126: Khachatourians 2006,5). Focusing on the spiritual 

component of therapeutic landscapes, Perriam seeks to explore the relationship between “place, 

spirituality and healing” (Perriam 2015, 20).  Reflecting on Gesler’s case study of Lourdes, she proposes a 

framework for the investigation of ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance’ (Perriam 2015, 20) . 

These sites are defined as offering “healing through spiritual (sometimes faith-based) embodied actions, 

retreat and the opportunity for peace and stillness” (Perriam 2015,20).  Perriam focuses on spiritual 

retreats as part of the development for her framework of investigation, drawing on the work of Conradson 

(2007) who claims  reflection and contemplation along with a desire for stillness are part of the experience 

of the ‘therapeutic landscape’ (Conradson,2007 33). 
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However, Perriam, also focuses on pilgrimage sites which are in my opinion contradictory settings.  

Although places of healing,  pilgrimage sites, such as Lourdes,  often lack stillness and peace (Reader 2015, 

18).  Perriam argues that spiritual places are complex with spiritually significant experiences occurring in 

diverse settings, that do not have to be ‘sacred sites’ (Perriam 2015, 22). Referring to Gesler (1992, 2003) 

Perriam defines these places as significant in the search for healing, hope, retreat and resolution of one 

form or another (Perriam 2015, 22).  

Perriam’s framework for investigation is based on observational work at two sites in Perthshire, Scotland. 

(Perriam 2015, 24). The first being the village of Killin in Stirling, which is associated with a Christian saint, 

St Fillan. It is part of a wider St Fillan pilgrimage route. (Pilgrim Journeys 2018) The second is a 

contemporary retreat house called The Bield in Blackruthven (Perriam 2015, 24). The village of Killin 

contains the healing stones of St Fillan, who was said to use them to heal people. The eight river washed 

stones are housed and available for use at the Breadalbane Folklore centre, a former mill in the village 

(Perriam 2015, 25).Originally, those seeking healing were urged to find the stone which looked most like 

the body part that was sick. The Bield, retreat house at Blackruthven some 40 miles east of Killin is a 

Christian retreat house that sees itself as a place of healing and spirituality that is open to people of all 

faiths or none (Bield 2018). 

As Perriam’s framework for investigation is partly based on a retreat, a separate study  examines the 

experiences of spiritual pilgrims on retreat. Glastonbury’s only Christian retreat house, Abbey House, 

closed in December 2017 (Church Times 2017).  However, there are many B&B’s that spiritual pilgrims use 

as retreat houses (Bowman 1993, 48).  Pilgrims, a large group B&B, just off the town centre, was used for 

the retreat.  As with the comparative study, pilgrims will be asked to complete a questionnaire concerning 

their experiences of healing and transformation. 

There are four main themes in Perriam’s framework of investigation, which I will be using in my research 

with pilgrims: 

• Connection - Connection to place or others could be experienced by individuals or groups at a 

place of healing. There may be a sense of shared spiritual purpose or spiritual connection to the 

cult of the space or its dedication i.e. saint (I propose that this would be a ‘spiritual connection’ 

as the framework is to determine ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance’) 

• Expectation and alleviation – A quest to experience “well-being” or “better being” with a ‘hoped 

for’  improvement of mind body and spirit 

• Participation - Participation is  about encountering like- minded others and sharing in activities 

that promote self-healing or well-being. 
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• Renewal and Reproduction - Finally renewal and reproduction focuses on the idea of refreshment 

of the spirit as time is spent away from the everyday and a chance is given to spiritually recharge 

one’s batteries.  

                                                                                                                                            (Perriam 2015, 28) 

A full analysis of all research is covered in Chapter 5. The next two chapters will be focusing on the 

origin and meaning of pilgrimage and more specifically pilgrimage in Glastonbury. 
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CHAPTER 2 – THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY: PILGRIMAGE, ITS ORIGIN AND MEANING 

 

“Pilgrimages are Proustian madeleines of the soul, reminders in the doldrums of day to day living we can 

journey to other places, other states of mind where we can connect with and contemplate the essence of 

nature, spirit and human civilisation.” 

                                                                                                                                        (Bosker and Lencek 2003, 9) 

The famous scallop-shaped madeleine cakes of Proust’s Search for lost time are a reminder of the 

powerful nature of pilgrimage symbolism. (Alexander 2009, 346) The image of the scallop shell, 

traditionally worn around the neck by medieval Catholic pilgrims, is littered throughout the pilgrimage 

route of the Camino de Santiago de Compostela in Spain (Chemin 2011, 43). Originally, found in 

abundance on the shores of Galicia at journey’s end, this religious symbol is very much part of today’s 

modern pilgrimage. Its  image can be readily seen displayed  on walls, sign posts, way-markers and even 

pilgrim’s back packs. (Chemin 2011, 43).  ( See figure 5.) 

.  

Figure 5. Pilgrims walking the Camino or Way of St James, Spain. Photo. P Lameiro © CC BY-SA 3.0 

The Camino de Santiago de Compostela, commonly known as The Camino, or Way of St James, has today 

seen huge increases of pilgrims, mainly on foot (CSJ 2017) However, the difference between medieval and 

contemporary pilgrims is, that many who walk the Camino today do not have a religious faith (Sepp 2012, 

325).  
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It has been described as “a postmodern pilgrimage for the ‘suffering soul’ (Eade & Sallnow 1991, xvii). The 

‘suffering soul’ is ‘wandering in a wasteland, among the ruins of former theories of meaning.”  This 

postmodern malaise and dissatisfaction is captured in the  philosophy of Michel de Certeau: 

“For him, we are on a kind of pilgrimage, that in a way, parallels the mystical tradition. Like the mystic we 
experience dissatisfaction with a fixed or final definition of things and are driven onwards in a movement 
of perpetual departure. Each of us with the certainty of what is lacking, knows of every place and object 
that it is not, that one cannot stay there nor be content with that".    

                                                                                                                            (Sheldrake 1999, 62)                                                                                                                   

Certainly, the contemporary world of pilgrimage is changing rapidly, flourishing despite reduced church 

attendance and increased secularization (Jansen 2016, 1).  Pilgrimage  has a  “more contemporary and 

individualistic spirituality, with pilgrims in search of themselves and personal transformation” (Pazos 

2016, 2). One place where this is very much in essence is the ‘New Age Mecca’ of Glastonbury, England 

(Prince & Riches 2000, 32),  where “above all there is a concern with people finding themselves” (Bowman 

1993, 38). 

Whilst contemporary spiritual pilgrims may be on ‘a quest for the self’,  finding a conclusive and universally 

accepted definition of pilgrimage remains an ongoing issue (Morinis 1981, 282).  

The Meaning of Pilgrimage 

There are so many diverse interpretations of pilgrimage in the academic arena, that It has been likened 

to opposing groups contesting sacred space at pilgrimage sites (Coleman and Elsner 1995, 196). 

Anthropologists ‘provide snapshots of behaviour’, religious scholars focus on the ‘yearning for the 

transcendent experience’ whilst sociologists capture ‘mixed motives and intrusions of definitely the non-

sacred’ (Greenia 2014, 52). 

Whilst pilgrimage has been a subject of interdisciplinary study, most analysis of pilgrimage has come from 

the discipline of anthropology (Reader 1993, 14). One key anthropologist, Victor Turner, has been highly 

influential in defining the meaning of pilgrimage. Victor Turner’s anti-structural theory of ‘communitas’ 

defines pilgrimage as fundamentally a group activity (Reader 1993,11). For him pilgrims remove 

themselves from their everyday life, and its limiting structures, to create new liberating or alternative 

structures within a transient community of other pilgrims (Margry 2014, 21). The state that a pilgrim 

experiences when they leave the everyday is defined as ‘liminal’ or an in between place.   Turner based 

his theory on the work of Arnold Van Gennep (1908) who studied the rights of passage and initiation 

rituals of traditional societies (Reader 1993, 11). 
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“In common with ritual novices, pilgrims become initiates into ritual processes that remove them from 

everyday life and expose them to powerful symbols and experiences. On their return to the mundane 

world, they will have changed in some way – possibly in how they are viewed by others but almost 

certainly in their perceptions of themselves.  Both pilgrimages and rites of passage, invoke contrast 

between the ‘structure’ of everyday life and the ‘anti-structure’ – the reversal of everyday assumptions 

and statuses – involved in temporarily removing oneself from mainstream society.” 

                                                                                                                                                      (Coleman 2008, 391) 

However, initiation in a tribal setting, is most commonly an obligatory process for initiates, whereas 

pilgrimage is a voluntary act (Coleman 2008, 391). Individuals usually undergo an initiation rite with others 

with whom they enter into an equal relationship to acquire social status (Reader 2005, 11). Whereas 

pilgrimage is often a highly individualistic practice, in which a person seeks to establish direct contact with 

the divine in contrast to the group events emphasised by Turner (Moranis 1992, 8).  Far from being anti-

structural, pilgrimage sites are often very structured environments controlled by religious authorities 

imposing a strict ritual system on pilgrims (Eade and Sallnow 1991, xi).  Hardly a situation of moving to a 

non-structured environment. Turner’s theoretical model also only focuses on pilgrimage as a beneficial 

activity and does not look at the possibility that for some, pilgrimage failed to meet their expectation 

(Kaell 2006, 6). 

There has been a desire to define and classify pilgrimage types. Anthropologist, Alan Moranis believes a 

true typology should focus on the personal aspirations, motivations and journey of individual pilgrims, as 

opposed to the places they visit. He classifies six main reasons (listed below) for sacred journeys, although 

he does not believe this to be an exhaustive list (Moranis 1992, 10-13):  

• Devotional - worship and honouring of divinity, personage or symbol  

• Instrumental - physical benefit such as healing 

• Normative - calendrical celebrations or significant events in life passage  

• Obligatory - required by religion 

• Wandering  - no pre-determined destination  

• Initiatory - seeking self-transformation 

In contrast geographer Robert Stoddard classifies pilgrimage in terms of geographical characteristics 

focusing on length of journey, frequency of pilgrimage event and the pilgrimage route (Stoddard 1997, 

57)  For him, those visiting pilgrimage sites who live nearby, can still rightfully be termed pilgrims:  

“Finally, every trek to one's local sanctuary is a pilgrimage in miniature insofar as it acts out on a small 
scale some transition or growth and experience of the sacred and new community which pilgrimage in 
general affords.” 

                                                                                                                                                       (Stoddard 1997, 43) 
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Pilgrimage sites themselves can have a plurality of meaning with no consensus over interpretation. 

(Reader 1993, 241; Sheldrake 1999, 67) This can lead to conflict amongst differing religious groups and 

individuals such as the city of Jerusalem which sees Christians, Muslims and Jews all contesting the holy 

site (Sheldrake 1999, 67) However some pilgrims seeking inspiration are open to learning from their 

diverse encounters with others at pilgrimage sites.(Reader 1993, 241) 

Pilgrimage has been viewed as a universal phenomenon with common themes (Reader 2015, 1).  It has 

been described as an ‘archetypal experience’ which is ‘hard wired’ into humans.  (Clift & Clift 1996, 9-10) 

But what evidence is there for it being ancient in origin? 

                                                                                                                                            

The origins of pilgrimage 

The English word pilgrimage originates with Christianity and is associated with Christian travel to sites 

connected with  biblical events (Clift &Clift 1996, 43; Reader 2015, 20). The word itself, derives from the 

French word  pèlerinage, which originates from the Latin peregrinus which translates as “foreigner going 

through the fields”. (Reader 2015, 20)  

However, even though the term pilgrimage is associated with Christianity, as a worldwide phenomenon 

of making special journeys to sacred sites, it goes much further back in history. (Reader 2015,20) it is 

known that many sites that became a focus for Christian pilgrimage were originally pagan in origin with 

many pagan temples being converted into Christian monasteries or churches (Early 2015, 113) For 

example, in Ireland many holy wells and springs of pagan origin are now attributed to a local Christian 

saint. (Foley 2016, 19) 

The fact that existing ancient tribal communities such as the Huichol, indigenous people of Mexico, go on 

pilgrimage, may indicate it is an ancient practice (Turner & Turner 2011,1).  They travel 500 kilometres to 

hunt for the hallucinogenic plant peyote. Once found a shaman leads the community in a set of rituals, 

connecting them to their ancestors to re-affirm the community’s identity. (Davidson and Gitlitz 2002 ,684)   

One interpretation of Britain’s prehistoric stone monuments is that they were used as places of pilgrimage 

to bond together Neolithic kin- based groups. Ceremonies and rituals performed at these sites were likely 

to be collective in nature rather than “open and individual” (Loveday 2015, 468)  

The concept of pilgrimage solidifying a group identity can also be seen at the civic festivals of ancient 

Greece in the 5th century,  where pilgrims returned home to celebrate ancestors and their ‘mythic origins’. 

(Coleman and Elsner 1994, 15) However, pilgrimage to places of healing, prophecy and divination such as 

Delphi and Epidaurus in ancient Greece were also important (Coleman Elsner 1994, 16).  
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Healing however is not mentioned as a motive by early Christians on pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  The 

supposition is that good physical and mental health was necessary for such as arduous journey. (Talbot 

2002, 153) However, many of the places or loca sancta visited in the Holy Land  had associations with 

healing. For example, the Baths of Elijah, now known as the Hamat Gader hot springs, were a known 

source for curing lepers who sat overnight in tanks of water and were cured after seeing visions (Talbot 

2002, 153).( See figure 6) The cleansing and healing powers of water was also apparent by bathing in the 

River Jordan where barren women and the sick were reportedly healed (Talbot 2002, 154) 

The first Christian pilgrim, whose recorded story has survived, was the Roman Emperor Constantine’s 

mother, Helena.  In 326-7 AD, Helena travelled to the Holy Land to “expiate the sins of the imperial family” 

as well as visit holy places (Coleman and Elsner 1994, 78). Helena proceeded to organize the building of 

several great imperial basilicas in Jerusalem and Bethlehem. She is also alleged to have found the  remains 

of the True Cross, upon which Jesus had supposedly been crucified. (Coleman & Elsner 1994, 79) The 

building of the Holy Sepulchre church in Jerusalem attracted large numbers of pilgrims with some being 

drawn to settle there (Coleman a& Elsner 1994, 84). 

The origins of tourism can be traced back to these trips to the Holy Land.  ‘Package tours’ were developed 

for safe passage along with tour guides (Reader 2015, 16). Pilgrim’s accounts containing stories and 

miracles like those of 4th century, Egeria, often developed into books and could be described as an early 

form of travel writing (Chareyron  & Wilson 2005, 14). Early Christian pilgrims like Egeria were mainly 

from the upper echelon of society, aristocrats who wanted to experience classical culture in the desert 

(Chareyron &Wilson 2005, 3). 

Pilgrims saw visiting the Holy Land as bringing to life stories from the Old Testament and the lives of Jesus 

and the apostles (Coleman & Elsner 1994, 83). “The holy places, some of whose association with biblical 

events had been invented so as to map scripture onto the landscape, now became the testimony and 

witness for the truth of scripture” (Coleman & Elsner 1994, 84). This mapping formed a “spatially detailed 

sacred landscape” (Gesler and Pierce 2000, 223).  In a similar regard Buddhist pilgrimage focuses on 

creating a sacred landscape which follows the central events of Buddah’s life (Coleman & Elsner 1995, 

172) with relics and monuments being a key feature (Coleman & Elsner 1995, 205). 

For example, the site where Abraham prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac, was moved from the Jewish 

Temple Mount to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the site where Jesus had been crucified. (Gonen 

2003,82)   Adam’s tomb was also moved from the Temple Mount to the Church of Golgotha. “These were 

visible symbols of the superiority of Christianity” over Judaism (Gonen 2003,82).  To further put a Christian 

stamp on the landscape celebrations were marked of important events of early Christian history (Gonen 

2003,82) 
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Figure 6. Hamat Gader hot springs, Israel. Photo Daniel Ventura © CC BY-SA 3.0 

 “The topography of Jerusalem was experienced liturgically as an historical narrative of the Passion. In 

effect worship itself had become a kind of pilgrimage through the city as sacred territory, a pattern of 

liturgy that would become highly significant not only to Jerusalem but in Rome and Constantinople as 

well.” 

                                                                                                                                       (Coleman & Elsner 1995, 88) 

Pilgrimage became a prosperous enterprise as a variety of destinations opened up as the medieval era 

progressed (Stopford 1994, 59). Pilgrim inns and hospices were set up for pilgrims to have safe, separate 

accommodation (Harpur 2016,82)  With the Crusades deterring travel to the holy land, other places 

became major sites of pilgrimage such as Rome and Compostela (Harpur 2016, 94-97). 

Creating and expanding a Christianised sacred landscape on the continent was now “reinforced by 

material manifestations of the divine” (Coleman & Elsner 1994, 108).  These manifestations ranged from 

the physical remains of saints or relics, such as pieces of the True Cross, both of which were movable and 

made a site instantly holy (Stopford 1994, 60).   
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“The cult of relics effectively put the location of Christian pilgrim sites in the control of the religious 
hierarchy…… It was also an extremely effective means of Christianising sites previously used in pagan 
worship…. One of the archaeologically evident consequences of this strategy may be the frequent siting 
of several holy places, in close proximity to one another, some of which are churches housing relics or the 
burial places of saints and martyrs, while others are features of the natural landscape such as wells, hills 
or caves. Glastonbury is one such example. 

                                                                                                                                                        (Stopford 1994, 61) 

Whilst being an important way to Christianise the landscape, relics were also used for healing, with 85% 

of posthumous miracles connected to touching or being close to them. (Talbot 2002, 159) Touching relics 

or sacred objects were linked to stories of people touching Jesus’ garments and being healed. A small 

aperture over the tomb, called a confessio, allowed pilgrims to push in a piece of cloth and touch the relics 

(Coleman & Elsner 1994, 108). Pilgrims had to make offerings of cash or jewellery in return which were 

holy sites’ main source of income (Harpur 2016, 86). 

Souvenirs or blessings were acquired by pilgrims such as little flasks of oil that had touched the true cross 

or earth from a sacred tomb (Coleman & Elsner 1994, 85).  Water was also a popular item for Christians 

to bring back from  the Holy Land, such as water from the River Jordan (Reader 2015, 90) In contrast to 

paganism, Christian pilgrimage sites were in the hands of a “single, immensely powerful organisation” 

(Coleman & Elsner 1994, 89). 

Moving forwards to the 19th century, water and miraculous cures caused great Christian pilgrimage 

centres to be founded, such as Knock in Ireland and Lourdes in France  (Preston 1992, 33). In 1858, a 

young girl, Bernadette Soubirous, claimed to have seen visions of the Virgin Mary at Lourdes. (Reader 

2015, 43)  During the visions, the source of a hidden healing spring was revealed.  Instructions were given 

to build a chapel on the site, with people arriving in procession (Harpur 2016, 149-150). The healing 

reputation of Lourdes has gone onto make it one of the most popular pilgrimage sites in the world with 

over 6 million visitors a year (Reader 2015,45)  (See figure 7).  However, at the time that it was discovered, 

Roman Catholics were facing persecution from the French government with Lourdes suffering economic 

decline (Reader 2015, 43). Visiting pilgrims and the sale of bottled holy water, however, saw a rise in the 

economy of the town (Reader 2014, 44). 

Veneration of natural places 

Venerated natural features in the landscape have long been places of pilgrimage with ascending hills and 

mountains symbolic of spiritual elevation. (Reader 2015, 28) They are also seen as the abode of gods and 

goddesses, where the earthly and spiritual realms converge. Hindus and Buddhists place a mythical 

mountain, Mount Meru, as the centre of the world. Mount Kailash in Tibet is often seen as a physical 

manifestation of this (Reader 2015, 29). 
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Figure 7. Grotto of Massabielle at Lourdes. Photo Emmanuel Brunner © CC BY-SA 3.0 

Sacred springs have been important in Native American Indian pilgrimages with mud bathing and drinking  

spring water seen as healing rituals (Lapena &Theodoratus 1994, 24). Obtaining guidance from spirits of 

the spring through prayers is another feature. In the Wintu tribe, vernal pool or seasonal rain ponds can 

have significance with one taking on the “look of blood” when full (Lapena &Theodoratus 1994, 24). 

This chapter has highlighted several universal themes in pilgrimage particularly those that focus on the 

creation of sacred landscapes and healing. It has focused on western Christian pilgrimage as this is 

particularly relevant to  Glastonbury as an historic Christian pilgrimage centre (Bowman 2005, 160). 

However, sacred landscapes are more than physical buildings or rituals: 

“The sacred landscape is not just a matter of religious monuments, buildings, temples, sanctuaries, 
churches and ritual acts, which in antiquity trace back to the magic and which should mediate divine 
salvation. It is not only a matter of the simple explanation of terms like “pure” and “impure”, magic and 
mythos, but rather should be denoted as a space of expression and of mysterium tremendum where 
solemnity and attunement of rites and cults are taking place.” 

                                                                                                                                      (Kappel and Pothou 2015, 12) 

 

The theme of sacred landscapes within Glastonbury will be furthered examined  in Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 3 – MYTHS AND TRUTH: GLASTONBURY AS A CENTRE FOR PILGRIMAGE 

 

“Since time immemorial, people have journeyed to Glastonbury in order to immerse themselves in a deep 

cauldron of legend, romance, myth and history. A centre of pilgrimage for millennia, this small Somerset 

market town has a powerful attraction drawing people from different walks and paths of life, from all over 

the world.” 

                                                                                                           (Glastonbury Pilgrim Reception Centre 2018) 

Glastonbury is a rural market town in Somerset, England with a rich historical past (Rahtz 1993, 10)  From 

the late 12th century, the town developed around its once impressive medieval Abbey. (Bowman 2005, 

167). (See figure 8)  There are nine Grade 1 listed buildings of interest within the town. (Historic England 

2018)  It has an impressive heritage as a place of Christian pilgrimage and is proclaimed as the birthplace 

of Christianity. (Bowman 2005, 160)  

 

Figure 8. Glastonbury Abbey , Anglican pilgrimage 2018. Photo © L Munday 

However, whilst the abbey highlights the town’s importance as a Christian centre, there are many other 

claims that are made about Glastonbury’s heritage (Ivakhiv 2001, 99). 
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 It has been described as: 

“a significant prehistoric centre of Goddess worship; the site of a great Druidic centre of learning; the 
'cradle of English Christianity'; the Isle of Avalon where King Arthur was taken after his last battle; the 
'epicentre' of New Age in England; a meeting point of ley lines and powerful earth energies; and a 
communication point for alien contact.” 

                                                                                                                                                      (Bowman 2003, 125) 

Glastonbury has multiple layers to its history and multiple interpretations (Cousins 2009, 3) Whilst these 

layers can be viewed chronologically, “there is also a horizontal structure of simultaneity whereby 

different pasts are being revived to take their place in the present.” (Bowman 2005, 159) 

There is a belief amongst many that Glastonbury was an important pagan centre and place of pilgrimage 

long before the coming of Christianity (Benham 1993, 2). The earthwork, Ponter’s Ball, has been 

interpreted as a boundary marker for a sacred, enclosed, prehistoric landscape or temenos (Ashe 1987, 

103). 

Prehistoric Pilgrimage 

A good starting point for investigation into prehistoric pilgrimage is the geographical topography in pre-

history. It has been determined that from the second to the first millennium B.C. and again during the 

medieval period, there was significant flooding of the Somerset levels, with a drier period in Roman times. 

(Rahtz 1993, 12)  

Although, referred to as the Isle of Avalon, Glastonbury has never been an island but is a peninsula 

connected to the east by a thin strip of land (Ivakhiv 2001, 76).  It may, however, have looked like an island 

to those travelling to it by water, with watery moors surrounding it on three sides (Rahtz 1993, 12) In 

prehistoric times, it was naturally a place of refuge from marshland, as well as providing a constant supply 

of fresh spring water. It would have been an ideal and suitable place of settlement, cultivation and 

quarrying (Gathercole 2003, 5). However, whilst there is little solid archaeological evidence regarding the 

peninsula’s role in prehistory, an  English Heritage, Extensive Urban Survey (2003) surmised that 

Glastonbury “can reasonably be regarded as being a site of unique ritual importance in the prehistoric 

landscape of Somerset” (Gathercole 2003, 11). The report cites the Tor  as a possible artificially sculpted 

Neolithic maze and Ponter’s Ball earthwork as probably of Iron age origin (Gathercole 2003, 12) 

In 1971, Geoffrey Russell first suggested that the Tor may have been constructed as a labyrinth for ritual 

purposes. He linked it with the Welsh Caer Sidi or spiral castle, which housed a magic cauldron and was 

the point of contact with Annwn, a Celtic underworld. (Ashe 1979,13) The conventional idea however, is 

that the Tor terraces are medieval strip lynchets or platforms for ploughing (Rahtz 1993, 51) (See figure 

9) Ponter’s Ball is an earthwork that stretches across the only entry way to the Glastonbury peninsula that 

in prehistory would have avoided marshland. (Rahtz 1993, 23) Iron age pottery has been found in its ditch  
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and this had led to interpretations of it either being a defensive dyke or the boundary of a large Celtic 

sanctuary. However, more excavations are needed to understand this site better. (Rahtz 1993, 25-28) 

 

     Figure 9. Glastonbury Tor terraces with St Michael’s Tower. Photo © L Munday. 

Glastonbury’s landscape has certainly been a great source of conjecture and mythmaking even in recent 

times. (Bowman 1993, 31 However, myths and legends are key ways that important landmarks, such as 

the Tor, were retained in the local population’s imagination. (Corlett 1997, 8) They would have become 

‘central to religious explanations of the landscape’ and would probably have been interpreted as 

‘supernatural guardians of the mortal world’ (Corlett 1997, 8)  

“Features of natural landscape may be held to have provided a symbolic resource of the utmost 
significance to prehistoric populations. Humanised places become fashioned out of the landscape through 
the recognition of significant qualities in, that which in itself, has not been culturally produced (rocks, 
rivers, trees etc.) by association with current use, past social actions or actions of a mythological character. 

                                                                                                                                                             (Tilley 1994, 24) 

There is, however, evidence of prehistoric activity in the area which is suggestive of occasional visitation 

as opposed to settlement (Gathercole 2003, 11),  Historian, Ronald Hutton, has said how stunned he is 

that “Glastonbury is so mute compared to the rest of the region” with its stone circles and Celtic Christian 

churches.(Hutton cited in Ivakhiv 2001, 122) . 
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However, a reassessment has been conducted (by the University of Reading) of excavations, carried out 

at the Abbey between 1904 and 1979 (Gilchrist & Green 2015). Domestic pottery sherds are now 

considered evidence of settlement at the abbey site in the Iron age and Roman era (Timby 2012, 6) Also 

a large timber framed building has been identified, which along with Roman LRA1 amphorae pottery, 

dates to approximately 500AD. (Gilchrist and Green 2015, 415.)  However, it is currently not known if the 

building was used  for religious purposes or whether there was continuous settlement on the site from 

the iron age through to the 7th century (Gilchrist and Green 2015, 415.)  

Evidence of Neolithic and Iron age habitation are also clear just outside of Glastonbury. There are several 

wooden Neolithic trackways around Westhay and Meare used in prehistory to traverse  the marshland. 

(Rahtz 1993, 21) The most  famous is the Sweet Way track, discovered  in 1970  which is dated to 3807BC 

and 1800 metres (6000 feet) long. (Rahtz 1993, 21) Located close by at Godney, is Glastonbury Lake 

Village, the best- preserved iron age settlement in Europe, having at its height, a population of 

approximately 200 people (Aalbersberg and Brown 2011, 137) A significant archaeological find from the 

site has been the impressively decorated Glastonbury Bowl (See figure 10).  Whilst it has been described 

as  “a well-used heirloom object” (Hollinrake 2007) it has also been interpreted as a possible “sacred 

vessel used in the celebration of the rites”  (Berkeley 1920, 316-317). Having viewed the bowl recently, I 

would certainly say it has a presence about it.  

 

    Figure 10. The Glastonbury Bowl. Photo © Rod W CC BY-SA 4.0 
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Goddesses and Druids 

Goddess worship in Glastonbury’s prehistory is evident to some by her body’s visibility in the landscape 

and the town’s association with St Bridget, a Christianised version of the Celtic goddess, Brigid. (Bowman 

2005, 159) In recent times, The Goddess Movement has become a major feature of Glastonbury’s 

contemporary spiritual landscape. (Bowman 2005, 173) The Goddess temple, opened in 2002, (Whitehead 

2013, 72) holds many goddess training courses and describes itself as a “living goddess 

community…..devoted to the Lady of Avalon.” (Goddess Temple 2018)  But as Kathy Jones, founder of the 

Glastonbury’s Goddess Movement,  explains, this Avalonian goddess is conceptual rather than based on 

a definitive legend or historical facts. 

Who is this Lady of Avalon, her name redolent with meaning and mystery, the Lady we know and love 
instinctively? There are no facts to be found about Her, no history, no certainty, only a paragraph or two 
of dubious legend and a priestess title in a modern-day novel. Yet we find we have such a longing in the 
heart to know who She is as Goddess, in all Her majesty and glory. 

                                                                                                                                                         (Kathy Jones 2018) 

The Glastonbury Goddess movement is part of a much bigger non-centralised cultural phenomenon which 

started in the 1970’s.  Hundreds of thousands of women are drawn to places worldwide that are perceived 

as connected with the goddess (Rountree 2002, 476). But what actual evidence is there for prehistoric 

goddess worship in Glastonbury? Proving goddess worship in Britain before the arrival of the Romans is 

problematic. There is a distinct lack of visual representations of the goddess from the Neolithic to the Iron 

age (Straffon 1997 22, Hutton 1993, 42).  It was only in the Roman era that hybrid goddesses of the 

Romans and Celts started to appear in visual form, such as Sulis Minerva, who presided over the hot 

springs at Bath (Straffon 1997, 22) (See figure 2) 

There is, however, one item found near Glastonbury that may point to Goddess worship although this 

remains contentious. The famous ‘god dolly’, recovered in 1966 at the Neolithic Bellway trackway at 

Westhay (Bond 2010, 43)  is a rare find and the earliest example of a wooden figurine deposited in British 

and Irish wetlands (Hutton 1993, 43; Bond 2010, 49).  It has surprisingly not been interpreted as a goddess 

figurine even though breasts can clearly be made out. This is due to  a protrusion at the base which has 

been interpreted as male genitals, hence the name ‘god dolly’ (Hutton 1993, 43). 

This lack of concrete evidence for prehistoric goddess worship leads the Glastonbury Goddess Movement   

to creatively construct an imagined past in order “to claim a longed-for heritage… and to assert the 

ancestral roots of their modern Paganism”  (Rountree 2002, 485)  The Goddess Hall mural shows the tor 

imagined in prehistory (See figure 11). 
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    Figure 11. The Tor imagined in prehistory, Goddess Hall, Glastonbury. Photo © L Munday 

 

For others Glastonbury’s pre-history focuses on the idea that there was a great druidic university to which 

people from all over Europe and beyond thronged. Stories abound that Jesus himself attended this 

university and that the druids knew in advance of the coming of Christianity (Bowman 2005, 160). The 

two ancient oaks trees of Gog and Magog, also known as the “oaks of Avalon” are often interpreted as 

the remaining evidence of a druidic ceremonial avenue of oaks leading to the Tor. (Howard–Gordon 1997 

, 71)  The Isle of Avalon Foundation has been set up as a continuation of spiritual education that some see 

as originating with the druids (Bowman 2012b, 16) 

However, there is a distinct lack of certifiable knowledge about the druids and their activities in prehistory: 

“The druids were the leading experts in religion and other matters concerning the supernatural among 
the iron age peoples of North Western Europe who spoke Celtic languages, including the British, and that 
is all that can be said about them with absolute certainty.” (Hutton 2013 171) 

 

Seven Islands and the Christianised sacred landscape 

Glastonbury was surrounded by a number of other ‘islands’ within the levels, seven of which became part 

of Glastonbury Abbey’s estate (Rippon 2004, 101). In New Age terms, these seven islands have become 

interpreted as “the seven island stars of Arthur the Great Bear.” The link to King Arthur is made through 

his association in Welsh mythology with the constellation of the Great Bear to which these islands are said 

to correspond (Michell 1990,13-14.) 
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These islands were certainly associated as being early Christian sites. However, they “may have acquired 

sacred status before the Conversion period” (Gilchrist and Green 2015, 54). 

Sara Shivers, from the University of Florida sees the acquisition of these seven islands, and canal 

construction, as symbolically significant. This was the deliberate creation of a medieval island city state 

with the abbey’s Lady Chapel, as the main pilgrimage focus: 

 “Glastonbury’s canal construction can be seen to create an urban form encompassing the tripartite 
‘cosmos-city-body’ seen in early sacred maps. I suggest that the abbey precinct acted as the head of the 
body, the lady chapel, the building which functioned as the abbey’s main pilgrimage site, acting as its 
heart. The canalised river systems, which flowed eastwards formed the circulatory system that 
metaphorically sustained the monastic centre. 

                                                                                                                                                            (Shivers 2017,94) 

Investing in a strong Christian symbolic landscape, focusing on the seven islands, would have been 

economically beneficial in terms of attracting pilgrims to the abbey. (Rippon  2004, 103) It is well known 

that at the time of the Domesday Book, Glastonbury was the richest ecclesiastical house in England 

(Abrams 1996 ,1)  

One of the seven islands, Beckery, is currently considered to be the earliest known monastic site in Britain, 

dating back to the 5th century (Davies 2016 ).  This is a site where legends say St Bridget visited in 488AD 

leaving her staff and wallet behind which were kept as relics at the abbey. (Ashe 1987, 104) 

  

                     Figure 12. Beckery and Bride’s Mound. Photo © L Munday 
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It would have been the first place a traveller coming west by water would have reached. (Rahtz 1993, 

119). Legends also say that this is a gateway to the island of Avalon and it is later connected to stories of 

King Arthur (Carey 1988, 109). There is also a spring at the site which became known as St Bride’s Well. It 

is the location for the mysterious Blue Bowl which will be covered in Chapter 4. (Rahtz 1993, 119)  

The Abbey and its myths and legends 

Glastonbury abbey has been referred to as a surviving’ Celtic house’ or Church where Celtic Christians 

worshipped before the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons (Abrams 1996, 5). 

There are those who regard Glastonbury as a bastion of Celtic Christianity, suggesting that here was a 

more nature-oriented, egalitarian, spiritually intuitive form of Christianity than the Roman version later 

“imposed.” Some claim this was because of the insights and esoteric knowledge incorporated from Druids 

who became Christians.”  

                                                                                                                                                      (Bowman 2005, 161) 

However, due to a lack of reliable primary sources, it is considered impossible in documentary terms to 

understand the origin of the abbey and its estates. (Abrams 1996, 9) 

In the 14th century, chronicler, John of Glastonbury, tells us that there was already, in the time of St Patrick, 

(reputed to have arrived in 433AD) an “unbroken succession of twelve hermits” resident on the abbey 

site, since the 1st century AD. (Carley 1988, 2)  John of Glastonbury is referring to a legend that was first 

documented by William of Malmesbury in De Aquitate around 1129–30 (Gilchrist and Green 2015, xiii). 

Joseph of Arimathea was said to have visited Glastonbury after the crucifixion of Jesus and founded the 

first Christian church (Bowman 2006, 125). He arrived in Glastonbury with 12 disciples and on Wearyall 

Hill thrust his staff into the ground which  grew into a thorn tree known as the Glastonbury Thorn. (Rahtz 

1993, 47) 

“St Joseph’s staff is said to have been taken from the same thorn tree as that from which the Crown of 

Thorns placed on Jesus’s head at the crucifixion was made.  The Thorn is central to the St Joseph story, 

and for many Wearyall Hill is Glastonbury’s most important site because of its association with Joseph and 

the flowering staff.” 

                                                                                                                                                     (Bowman 2006, 125) 

The holy thorn is certainly extraordinary in that it flowers twice a year , once in the spring and once in 

winter. This has helped to keep the myth alive. (Bowman 2006,125) Unfortunately the thorn on Wearyall 

Hill has been cut down but trees said to be sourced from the original are growing at St John’s Church and 

Glastonbury Abbey. (Howard-Gordon 1997, 28)  (See figures 36 &37) There are also three holy thorns at 

Chalice Well Gardens (Chalice Well 2018). 
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After the abbey’s great fire in 1184, the abbey was facing severe economic and ecclesiastical difficulties. 

(Lagario 1971, 211)  It suddenly announced, in 1191, that the tombs of King Arthur and Guinevere had 

been located at the abbey. This immediately linked Glastonbury to the Isle of Avalon, the mythical place 

where King Arthur was taken after battle for healing (Rahtz 1993, 43). This claim had immediate wide-

ranging effects, with pilgrims flocking to the abbey bringing with them much wealth and prestige. 

(Gilchrist and Green 2015,) Some historians believe that the abbey staged the event to attract much 

needed revenue (Mather 2009, 115). 

However, this was not the first link that Arthur had with Glastonbury or the abbey. Arthur had been 

associated with Glastonbury at least as early as c.1150 when the monks at the abbey appointed Caradoc 

of Llancarfan to write a Vita of St Gildas (Kennedy 2011 109). This contained the story of how Arthur came 

to rescue Guinevere from the clutches of the King of Somerset on Glastonbury Tor  (Carley 1988, 96). This 

is the era when we see the King of the fairies, Gwynn ap Nudd, appear in texts as the ‘divine ruler of an 

underworld entered through Glastonbury Tor.’ In 10th century Welsh mythology, he had just been referred 

to as one of King Arthur’s warriors (Hutton 1993, 323). 

However, the legend of King Arthur was mainly popularised by Geoffrey de Monmouth’s Historia Regum 

Britannie (c.1136/8) which claimed Arthur was still alive in 542AD and  had been taken for healing to the 

Isle of Avalon (Kennedy 2011, 110). He claimed the story was a translation of tales from ancient Briton. 

(Kennedy 2011, 110) 

In 1278 Edward 1, had the alledged remains of Arthur and Guinevere dug up and moved to the prime 

position of the High Altar in the abbey (Carey 1988, 124). This was a canny political move by Edward who 

wanted to emphasise that Arthur was dead and unable to lead the Welsh in an uprising against him  (Rahtz 

1993, 44.) He also saw it as a way to state hegemony over Scotland, as Arthur had conquered the country 

in Geoffrey de Monmouth’s account. (Kennedy 2011, 112) 

At the same time, we see Arthur appear in a series of Grail romances from the 12th century. In the poem, 

Perceval, le Conte del Graal, Chretien de Troyes introduces the idea of the grail as a dish that contains 

healing in the form of a Christian mass wafer or host (Ashe 1987, 10).  Later Grail romances bring Joseph 

of Arimathea into the story where the holy grail becomes a chalice that was used at the Last Supper and 

contains the blood of Christ from the crucifixion (Carley 1988, 89). There is a legend that says that Joseph 

of Arimathea buried the holy grail at Chalice Well, thus linking it with the blood of Christ and healing 

(Howard-Gordon 1997, 66) The natural chalybeate reddish- brown water at Chalice well has seen it named 

as the Blood Spring. (Rahtz 1993, 107) (See figure 16) 

As Glastonbury abbey is rebuilt with the beautiful Romanesque Lady Chapel at its heart, we see the abbey 

claiming to hold more than three hundred saint’s relics and other holy substances. (Gilchrist & Green 

2015, 1) Apart from the remains of  St Dunstan, St Patrick, St David and a whole host of others,  portions  
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of the Virgin Mary’s milk and teeth from John the Baptist were claimed  (Carley 1988,121). Pilgrims flocked 

to Glastonbury for centuries hoping to receive healing and spiritual protection from holy relics. This made 

the abbey extremely wealthy (Phillips 199, 2-3).  However, it came to an abrupt end due to the dissolution 

of the monasteries in 1539 ( Gilchrist & Green 2015, xiii). 

Pilgrimage in recent times 

However, in the 18th century, there was a great deal of interest shown in the waters of Glastonbury after 

Matthew Chancellor had a dream about their healing properties and claimed drinking the water cured 

him of asthma (Mather 2009, 116).  A pump house and spa opened in 1753 (Mather 2009, 115.)  For 

several years there was an influx of pilgrims to the town seeking miraculous cures (Bowman 2012b, 15).   

The purchase of the abbey, in 1908, gave access to the grounds once more and Christian pilgrimage and 

tourism started to thrive (Bowman 2012B 15). This is the era when a series of spiritual individuals begin 

to arrive in  the town who became known as the Avalonians. (Benham 1993) One such Avalonian, Alice 

Buckton, owner of Chalice Well, was keen to put Glastonbury back on the pilgrimage map by making a 

promotional film (1921), called Glastonbury Past and Present (Wise 2014, 109) The Avalonians will be 

examined in more detail in Chapter 4. 

Christian pilgrimage is still part of the contemporary Glastonbury landscape with annual pilgrimages to 

the abbey for Anglicans and Catholics.(Bowman 2004, 276) Taking place on separate days, both 

denominations process through the high street.  

 

               Figure 13. Glastonbury Anglican pilgrimage 2018. Photo ©  L Munday 
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This is seen by Bowman as Christianity trying to reassert its claims on Glastonbury in the face of New Age 

spirituality. (Bowman 2004, 279) I attended both pilgrimages in  the summer of 2018 and took part in the 

processions. There was certainly as uneasy atmosphere in the High Street. It gave me a first-hand 

opportunity to experience the competing nature of the spiritual landscape that still holds sway in the 

town. 

Since the 1970’s Glastonbury has become a mecca for New Age pilgrims who have stamped their own 

identity on the spiritual landscape. (Prince & Riches 2000, 32) This will be covered in more detail in Chapter 

4. 
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CHAPTER 4. GLASTONBURY’S ALTERNATIVE SPIRITUAL COMMUNITY 

 

Emerging from the “Flower Power” era of the late 1960’s, the town of Glastonbury became a mecca for 

people who sought an alternative spiritual lifestyle (Prince & Riches 2000, vii). The year, 1970, saw Temple 

of the Stars, the first alternative café, set up and local farmer, Michael Eavis, stage the first Glastonbury 

music festival. (Garrard 2014,7) It was at this time that influential writers such as John Michell (1969) 

started to talk about worldwide sacred ‘power places’ and Glastonbury was a major place on the ‘hippie 

seekers’ itinerary (Ivakhiv 2003,96). However, Glastonbury’s spiritual revival had started some hundred 

years previously. 

The Avalonians’ Holy Grail 

A series of inter-related events took place from the Victorian era that put the focus back on the town as 

a significant spiritual centre (Howard-Gordon 1997, 104). The nineteenth century saw a rise in 

Romanticism with a gothic revival (Sebald 1984, 108).  In the 1860’s, an increased interest in medieval 

literature inspired Alfred Lord Tennyson to write Idylls of the King, concerning the life of King Arthur. This 

ignited renewed interest in the Arthurian legends, with people flocking to Glastonbury to see his burial 

place (Glastonbury Site 2018). The later part of the nineteenth century saw the Theosophical Society 

promote eastern spirituality whilst other occult groups such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn 

focused on the heritage of British spirituality  (Frances-Gordon 1997, 104). 

It is within this cultural climate that Dr John Goodchild, physician and writer of spiritual literature, 

discovered an unusual looking blue bowl in a shop whilst living in Italy in 1885. The bowl had been found 

on an early 4th century Christian site (Benham 1973, 8). Returning to England with the bowl, Goodchild 

heard a “disembodied” voice tell him the bowl had belonged to Jesus. He was to take it to Glastonbury 

and bury it at Bride’s Hill and wait for its discovery by women (FOBM 2018). In 1898 he buried it in the 

water by Bride’s Well and waited (Benham 1973, 22). It wasn’t until 1906 that Jane and Christine Allen, 

friends of the Tudor Pole family found the bowl and it was removed and taken to a shrine at the Tudor 

Pole’s home in Bristol (FOBM 2018). 

Members of the public were invited to meditate and receive healing at the shrine. There were several 

reports of healing and revelatory experiences in the presence of the bowl (Benham 1993, 50).  To 

authenticate it, Wellesley Tudor Pole showed it to scientists and religious leaders and in 1907 , articles 

appeared in the national press. Newspaper headlines such as “Holy grail found at Glastonbury” were 

printed (Aberdeen Journal 1907). The bowl, now held privately at Chalice Well, has been found to not be 

ancient, but the power of its symbolism lives on (Benham 1973, 140). 
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John Goodchild and Wellesley Tudor Pole are just two of a group of spiritual people ‘called’ to Glastonbury 

in the early twentieth century (Cousins 2009, 35).  Others include Bligh Bond who was guided by 

‘discarnate monks’ during excavations at the abbey, Katherine Maltwood who ‘re-discovered’ the 

Glastonbury Zodiac, Alice Buckton’s spiritual community theatre at Chalice Well and of course the 

occultist, Dion Fortune (Benham 1973, 251). 

These people were called Avalonians by Dion Fortune,. They believed, like her, in Avalon (Benham 1973, 

251), a place described as only existing as real and true to spiritual seekers who are on a journey to the 

heart of “inner things” (Benham 1973,4).  Academics have used the term Avalonian to describe the 

members of the alternative spiritual community (Bowman 1993, 59; Prince & Riches 2000, 68)) However, 

Bruce Garrard  in his book Free State, Glastonbury’s Alternative Community 1970 to 2000 and beyond, 

proposes that it is not a term used by members of the community themselves (Garrard 2014, iv).  

Arrival of the ‘Mystic Misfits’ 

The Glastonbury Fair of 1971 prompted The Guardian newspaper on the 21st June 1971, to write an article 

titled “The Mystic Misfits”. It sought to highlight the motivations and beliefs of the alternative ‘truth 

seekers’ attending, stating “Many people here are gentle misfits living life in its margins and looking for a 

mainstream credo to replace mistrusted inherited values” (Cunningham 1971).The free festival                                                                                                                                                                             

at Worthy Farm in Pilton lasted for five days. The focus of the event was to connect to the earth and 

become more universally aware. This was the first time that the famous Pyramid stage inspired by John 

Michell’s The View over Atlantis  (1969) was used.  (Garrard 2014, 13-14)   

Attracting about 12,000 people, the fair was part of a growing counter culture scene in the town. (Garrard 

2014, 15) A small but steady stream of mainly alternative young people with ‘long hair and unusual 

clothing’ had been arriving in Glastonbury since the late 1960’s.  Referred to as “hippies” by the press and 

locals, they themselves preferred to be known as “freaks.” (Hexham 1981) The freaks were  either 

transitory visitors who mainly slept rough at the Tor or settlers who parked caravans on the roadside.  The 

use of recreational drugs such as LSD and to a lesser extent cannabis was common (Hexham 1981). 

Another group of people living in the town, ‘the spirituals’, were more conventional in dress and 

behaviour. The ‘spirituals’ saw the freaks as pilgrims who had come to Glastonbury on an inner quest. 

They did not always agree with their lifestyle but wished to guide them spiritually and introduce them to 

alternative spiritual practices (Hexham 1981).  
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The 1970’s saw these alternative spiritual seekers continuing in the same vein as the Avalonians who came 

before them. They were drawn to an eclectic mix of esoteric Christianity, paganism and eastern traditions.  

(Garrard 2014, 27-28) 

In many regards, this has not changed for today’s community. Marion Bowman describes contemporary 

Glastonbury spiritual seekers as having a spiritual ‘toolkit’ from which to work. (Bowman 2005, 167) 

Ivakhiv also recognises this ‘pick and mix’ approach which leads to the creation of ‘alternative’ 

spiritualities: 

“New Age adherents mix and mingle with Neo-Pagans, extra-terrestrial ‘contactees’, theosophists, 
occultists, liberal Christians and others, resulting in a hybridisation and cross-breeding of alternative 
spiritualities. Due to the focus on a shared landscape that, to a greater or lesser extent, is valued for its 
natural features, what emerges from this mix might be loosely termed ‘New Age nature religion’ 

                                                                                                                                                          (Ivakhiv 2003, 94)     

By the mid 1970’s, the alternative community started to have a presence in the High Street. Although the 

first shop to express ‘flower power’ in the late 1960’s was Pat Li Shun at the top of the High Street. 

(Garrard 2014, 41) 

Due to economic decline in the 1970’s, retail shops gradually closed and New Age shops appeared. 

(Bowman 2012b, 16) This was a significant loss for local people who got their sense of community from 

the High Street (Garrard 2014,40)  However, it was an opportunity for the alternative spiritual community 

to help transform Glastonbury into a New Age pilgrimage centre  “with an economy related to spiritual 

activity” (Bowman 2012B 16) . 

One important shop, Gothic Image, opened in 1975, and focused on providing pre-reformation style 

design products but soon started to stock runes and tarot cards (Garrard 2014, 42). In 1978, the 

Glastonbury Experience courtyard was opened by a Dutch couple, Willem and Helene Koppejan. (See 

figure 14)  They were able to purchase several shops and units and a former auction yard (Bowman 2012b, 

16; Garrard 2014, 48)  The centre today, contains several  spiritual shops such as the Stone Age and 

Starchild as well as the Library of Avalon and the Bridget Healing Centre. The Goddess Temple and Isle of 

Avalon Foundation are also located there (Bowman 2012b,16).   

In 1977, the Assembly Rooms Trust was set up to procure and renovate the empty building for community 

use. (Gerrard 2014, 45)  By June 1978 it had staged its first Glastonbury Festival for fifty-four years to 

celebrate the centenary of Rutland Boughton’s birth. (Gerrard 2014, 47) Boughton had been one of the 

Avalonians, a musical composer, who had set up the original Glastonbury Festival in 1914 (Benham 1993, 

174) 
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With the arrival of spiritual shops and the establishment of an alternative spiritual community, the town 

attracted numerous types of healers and alternative practitioners ( Bowman 2005, 168).  By the end of 

the 1980’s Glastonbury along with Totnes became a focal point for alternative therapies (Prince & Riches 

2000, 93) Healing is still a very important part of the town with an array of practitioners advertising in the 

local free magazine, The Oracle (Oracle 2018.) 

However, whilst spiritual pilgrims come for healing and holistic therapies, (Bowman 2012b, 13) they also 

come to experience Glastonbury’s powerful atmospheric energy, which many in the alternative spiritual 

community believe permeates the town via earth energy centres and ley lines. (Bowman 1993,41.) The 

idea that the earth is a living planet (Gaia) with special places of concentrated energy is a basic tenet of 

the New Age movement (Weibel 2005, 116). Ley lines are said to run through and converge at places of 

religious and ritual significance, such as the Tor and Glastonbury Abbey (Bowman 1993, 31). These ley 

lines and energy centres are said to be activated by “ceremonial and ritual activity” (Ivakhiv 2001, 26).   

Whilst this energy is most often experienced as a force for healing and personal transformation (Bowman 

2012, 13) it has also been described as unsettling and disturbing.  Respite from this powerful energy is 

sometimes needed with resident spiritual pilgrims leaving the area for a few days (Bowman 1993, 41). 

The energy has been described as rebalancing the psyche. It has also been linked to the initiatory 

‘Glastonbury experience,’ where individuals face their inner demons to be reborn and holistically healed 

(Ivakhiv 2000, 135).  Oddly, this phrase was in use before the Glastonbury Experience Courtyard was 

established. (Garrard 2014, 119) (See figure 14) 

 

                                 Figure 14. The Glastonbury Experience. Photo © M. Ely CC BY-SA 2.0 
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Female Power and the Green Movement 

An increased rise of female power started towards the end of the 1970’s with the formation of the 

Glastonbury woman’s group (Garrard 2014, 57).  In 1979, a feminist magazine the Glastonbury Thorn was 

produced by the group, led by Kathy jones. This group focused on women’s liberation, ’ancient matriachy’ 

along with green issues and nuclear disarmament (Ivakhiv 2001, 83).  

The 1980’s saw the development of community theatre companies Gog theatre co-operative and Ariadne 

Productions based at the Assembly Rooms (Garrard 2014, 78-82. The latter set up by Kathy Jones focused 

on myths. In 1983, a play was staged to honour the women at Greenham common called Pluto and 

Persephone. (Jones 1996, 13)   

 “Persephone is the innocent child, virgin daughter of Demeter, the Earth Mother. Pluto represents the 
Military/Industrial complex that is raping nature… then seducing us all with material goods”  

                                                                                                                   (Jones 1996 as cited in Garrard 2014, 82)  

The stage was set up with a green fence down the middle to symbolise Greenham common airbase (Jones 

1996 cited in Garrard 2014, 83).  

With the rise of eco-feminism, The Green movement in Glastonbury also grew. This saw several different 

groups being set up and it was decided that ‘coalition building event’ would be needed. (Garrard 104, 86)  

In 1982, The Green Gathering brought feminists from Greenham Common together with others from the 

Green movement.  The event involved a special ceremony involving a cup representing the Holy Grail 

(Garrard 2014, 88). 

“The Grail was the centre of an important workshop on the birthing of the Green movement. It was filled 
with Glastonbury holy spring water and passed around the circle with everyone putting into it their 
thoughts and wishes for the future of the movement. It was noticeably heavier by the time it had gone 
around the whole circle. It was then passed around again with everyone imbibing from the charged 
waters.”  

                                                                                                          (David Taylor 2013 cited in Garrard 2014, 88) 

 

The empowered female spirituality continued to manifest in plays about the Goddess. In 1989 a Goddess 

exhibition took place (Garrard 2014, 189). This was the same year that Mendip Council was seeking to 

build an Arthurian theme park in the town (Ivakhiv 2001, 124). The rise of the Goddess in Glastonbury can 

be seen in contrast to the previously male dominated myths and legends of King Arthur and Joseph of 

Arimathea (Garrard 2014, 61).  Books such as The Mists of Avalon by Marion Zimmer Bradley focused on 

the feminine in Arthurian legend and was a strong influence on the movement (Ivakhiv 2001, 118). 

Christianised versions of the divine feminine such as the Virgin Mary and St Bridget have always been 

important in Glastonbury. However, the Christian feminine was often depicted as subservient, something  
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to which a contemporary goddess worshipper could not relate. (Howard-Gordon 1997, 96)   The focus 

now was on the Celtic goddess Bride or Bridie associated with St Bridget, the goddess of healing. 

(Whitehead, 2013, 69) The goddess could be seen laying in the land and the Tor was interpreted as her 

left breast and ribcage with Chalice Hill her pregnant belly (Ivakhiv 2001, 117)   

The first Goddess Conference took place in 1996 and was organised by Kathy Jones and Tina Redpath 

(Garrard 2014, 237; Whitehead 2013, 75) The goddess temple opened in 2002 and nine morgens, or 

representations of the goddess as wickerwork statues, were erected.  These goddess statues were 

symbolic of a nine- fold sisterhood dedicated to healing, deriving their powers from the otherworld (Jones 

2001 cited in Whitehead 2013, 77) 

In recent times the Goddess movement has expanded and has two other buildings, a hall (Whitehead 

2013, 90) and a large house in Magdalene Street.(GGH 2018) The Friends of Bride’s Mound was set up to 

obtain Scheduled Ancient Monument protection for Bride’s Mound,  which is associated with St Bridget 

or Bride, Celtic goddess of healing (Ivakhiv 2001, 118). 

Conceptual Community or cohesive group? 

The New Age community has been described as a conceptual community experiencing ideological 

communitas (Prince & Riches 2000, 179).   

Ruth Prince sees the alternative spiritual community in Glastonbury as akin to the social organisation and 

structure of nomadic hunter gatherers (Prince & Riches 1999, 217). 

This is due to several factors:  

• Tribal society lives holistically in harmony with nature and the environment 

• Individuals are autonomous but still part of a community 

• Egalitarian flexible group structures 

• Shamans do not force a world view or religion on people 
 

As we have seen eco-consciousness is an important part of the Glastonbury scene (Garrard 2014, 88)   The 

size of the alternative spiritual community grew dramatically from the 1980’s. (Garrard 2014,165) 

Consequently, there has been conflict between individual autonomy and community cohesion, with some 

people being “compulsively anarchic“ (Garrard 2014, 208) .  

With regards to egalitarian group structures, Whitehead, observed the Goddess movement to be 

hierarchical  on occasion with group leaders having the final say (Whitehead, 2014, 75). Prince also talks 

about charismatic spiritual leaders and their texts holding sway over some pilgrims’ beliefs in Glastonbury. 

(Prince & Riches 2000, 98-101)  Whilst this is not forcing a world view, it is can be strongly suggestive. 
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In contrast to Prince, Ivakhiv sees alternative spiritual communities such as Glastonbury existing mainly in 

response to an increasingly globalised world of postmodern capitalism.  Earth spirituality is a direct 

challenge to late modernity’s disconnect from nature and the sacred (Ivakhiv 2001, 6)  The postmodern 

lifestyle itself is creating ‘fragmented, multiple and contradictory identities’ (Ivakhiv 2001, 10)  

Bowman describes settled pilgrims as those who wish “to live permanently in that state of liminality 

usually only briefly experienced by the pilgrim” (Bowman 1993, 59).  However, should the alternative 

spiritual community in Glastonbury be appreciated as a liminal community? After all they have social roles 

such as parents and spouses (Prince & Riches 2000, 113). One settled pilgrim said this: 

“It is interesting that people call people who live here as living in an in between state but this is what I call 
normal and natural”  

                                                                                                                                                     Sheila settled pilgrim 

 

New Age Travellers 

 

By the 1980’s, many of the alternative spiritual community were settled in the town, living in social 

housing, rented flats and bedsits. They now called themselves ‘Glastafarians’ displaying the words ‘Jah 

Glastafari’ on T-shirts and car bumper stickers. (Prince and Riches 2000, 68). However, a contingent of 

new travellers began arriving in Glastonbury during the 1980’s and 1990’s.  Incorrectly described as ‘new 

age hippies’ by the media, local people in Glastonbury saw them as very different to the existing 

alternative community (Garrard 2014, 197). Often described as ‘crusties,’ due their unkempt appearance, 

public drinking and intimidating behaviour, they were seen by local townspeople as a threat to the 

community (Bowman 1993, 43, Prince and Riches 2000, 81),   Despite this, many spiritual people in the 

town viewed them as pilgrims, albeit ‘unconscious’ pilgrims drawn to Glastonbury to find themselves 

(Bowman 1993, 43). 

The traveller community still has a presence in Glastonbury today with approximately 50 people living on 

the site of a former tannery in Beckery. Located next to the sewage works, they are close to the site of 

Bride’s Mound, on the edge of the town (Ivakhiv 2001, 117) There is as September 2018 an ongoing battle 

to evict them (Herbaux 2018).  
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CHAPTER 5 – RESEARCH METHODS AND RESULTS 

 

Methods 

This research project comprises three separate components. Firstly, it examines Glastonbury in terms of 

Wilbert Gesler’s ‘therapeutic landscape’ theory. This examination has been carried out using 

observational photography as well as analysing and providing supporting quotes from relevant literature.  

Some photographic evidence has been provided by spiritual pilgrims involved in the comparative study 

and retreat listed below.  

Secondly, a comparative study of both visiting and settled spiritual pilgrim’s experiences in Glastonbury 

was undertaken using Geraldine Perriam’s framework of investigation into ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual 

significance.’ (2015) Building on the spiritual aspects of Gesler’s theory, the framework is a way of 

exploring the relationship between “place, spirituality and healing”  (Perriam 2015,20). Thirty spiritual 

pilgrims took part in the research (15 visiting and 15 settled) which involved completing a questionnaire 

either online or face to face. The fieldwork took place from 13th April 2018 until 8th July 2018. 

Thirdly, a weekend retreat was conducted from the 15th to 17th June 2018 with seven visiting spiritual 

pilgrims. Perriam’s framework of investigation into “therapeutic sites of spiritual significance” was 

partially developed from her observation work at a retreat house. Therefore, a study of the pilgrims 

Glastonbury retreat experiences was undertaken using this framework. (Perriam 2015, 20) 

Glastonbury as therapeutic landscape 

In Therapeutic landscapes: a critical analysis, Ariane Khacatourians, identifies twenty-one key elements 

in ‘therapeutic landscape’ theory by analysing Gesler’s three case studies of Epidauros (1993) Lourdes, 

(1996) and Bath (1998) (Khacatourians 2003, 42). These key elements are listed under three main 

headings: Natural and Built Environment, Social Environment and Spiritual/Symbolic Environment. 

The following three tables shows how these key elements of therapeutic landscape theory manifest in 

Glastonbury.  The key element “Healing God” has been expanded to incorporate “Healing Goddess.” 

Khacatourians’ original identification of this element was based on Gesler’s case studies of Lourdes and 

Epidauros, where this is applicable. However, as Gesler clearly identifies Bath’s hot springs as originally 

being presided over by the goddess Sulis Minerva, I have made this adjustment (Gesler 1998,19). 
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Table 1. Key elements of the natural and built environment in Glastonbury 

                                                    

                                           Natural and Built Environment 
 
 

 
                              Figure 15. View from Glastonbury Tor 20.04.18 © L Munday 

 

Beautiful Natural Environment 

 
 “Nature has endowed Glastonbury with all the traditional features of Avalon, its springs, groves, 
gardens, vineyards and green upland meadows.”  (Michell 1990,21) “If you climb the Tor on a clear 
day you will be astonished by the extent of the view.” (Howard-Gordon 1997, 10) “It is with majestic 
old trees, vast lawns and noble history, Glastonbury Abbey retains a magic quality.” (Frances-
Gordon 1997, 52)  
 

                            
 

 
                                          Figure 16. Vesica Pool Chalice Well 20.4.18 © L Munday 

 

Water 
 
“Within the immediate landscape of Glastonbury Abbey is Chalice Well, a natural warm spring that 
has attracted visitors since the prehistoric period. During the nineteenth century, the spring 
acquired the status of a holy well used by Joseph of Arimathea to wash the Holy Grail (Gilchrist & 
Green 2015, 56)  “Listen to the water, the white spring flowing from deep within the tor; for it has 
memory. This is a sanctuary, a sacred place set apart” (White Spring 2018) 
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                                      Figure 17. Glastonbury Tor 20 4 18 © L Munday 

 
                           

Sense of Place 
 
“Glastonbury, a small town in the south west of England which attracts an immense variety of 
spiritual seekers” (Bowman 2005 157) “Glastonbury has also been identified with the Isle of Avalon, 
(Bowman 2005, 161) “Avalon is something spiritually real and valid, something that can be 
recognised by those whose destiny it is to travel close to the heart of ‘inner things’.  (Benham 1973 
4) “For many Christians, past and present, Glastonbury’s status has rested on it being the “cradle of 
English Christianity (Bowman 2005, 160).  
 

 

 
                          Figure 18. Outside St Dunstan’s House 16 6 18 
                                Visiting Pilgrim photograph – permission obtained 
 

Place Meaning 
 
“Glastonbury is not one place but many; it is a place of parallel pasts and presents…..In Glastonbury, 
while there is a popularly perceived chronology of events (patriarchy replacing matriarchy, 
Christianity replacing Paganism), there is also a horizontal structure of simultaneity whereby 
different pasts are being revived to take their place in the present (Bowman 2005, 159)  
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                            Figure 19. Garden at Shekinashram – now Shekinah Yoga Retreat 
                                  Visiting pilgrim photo May 2013 permission obtained 

 
 

Removed from Everyday Stress 
 
“One bed and breakfast proprietor said of her guests ‘Some people come for retreats also for a 
week of solitude and peace and quiet and they go every day to the Chalice Well and every day to 
the abbey.” (Bowman 1993, 48) “Shekinashram, for example, is an ashram and holistic retreat 
centre’ that describes itself as a western evolution of an ancient tradition “(Bowman 2008, 253) 

 
 
 

 
                                    Figure 20. The old tannery site in Beckery 20 4 18 © L Munday 

 

Territoriality 
 
“Glastonbury New Agers are a “conceptual group” rather than a bounded group that can be 
observed” (Prince & Riches 2000. 69).  Some people think Glastonbury is fragmented whilst others 
feel the opposite being fully supported (Princes & Riches 2000, 77). “Whilst calling for unity and 
seeing no boundaries between people and countries the alternative community separates itself 
from the mainstream community and has internal divisions” (Prince and Riches 2000. 79-80). 
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Table 2. Key elements of the social environment in Glastonbury 

                                                                    

                                                                 Social Environment 
 

 

 
                                            Figure 21. Mendip Potato stone in Glastonbury crystal shop 
                                                Retreat Pilgrim photograph 16 6 2018 

                                             

Reputation for healing 
 
“In the New Age movement and Christian Church alike, Glastonbury is considered as a place of 
pilgrimage and healing…The basis of Glastonbury’s power as a healing centre is threefold. It is the 
heart chakra of the planet, it enjoys a situation on the intersection of powerful ley lines and as its 
focal points it boasts the Tor and the Chalice Well and spring.” (Prince & Riches 2000, 92) 
“Channelling and crystal healing… popular in Glastonbury” (Prince & Riches 2000, 98). 
 

 

 
                                         Figure 22. Glastonbury High Street 7.7.2018 © L Munday 

                                                                                                   

Social Relations 
 
“One new age resident commented on ‘the strong sense of community here, because there’s a large 
percentage of people who are open-minded and on some kind of journey of their own and are to 
some extent sharing that with the other people’ (Bowman 1993, 39). “Glastonbury is a world centre 
for those who have an interest in alternative healing, the occult, mysticism and mythology. To many 
locals however much of this is incomprehensible and fuels intolerance” (Garrard 2014, 235). 
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                                  Figure 23. Group of pilgrims descending Glastonbury Tor 16.6.18 
                                      Visiting pilgrim photo – permission obtained. 
                                       

                                   

Relative Equality 
 
 
“In Glastonbury New Agers would so far as possible interact with one another as complete 
persons…The hug expresses very well the unreserved acceptance of another person in the New Age 
community (Princes & Riches 2000, 116). 
 
 

 

 
                                Figure 24. Chocolate Love Temple. Glastonbury High Street 17.6.18 
                                    Retreat pilgrim photograph – permission obtained 

 

Everyday Activities 
 
 
“(Shops) cater to a wide range of needs and tastes, and the spiritual shopping opportunities 
presented by such outlets are part of Glastonbury’s attraction for its varied visitors” (Bowman 2005, 
168.) “Undoubtedly, one distinctive feature of contemporary Glastonbury’s role as a pilgrimage 
centre is the diversity of beliefs and praxis found in the town, with clusters of events, shops, goods, 
services, workshops, and even accommodation specifically associated with them (Bowman 
2012b,17). 
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                          Figure 25. Mural in Glastonbury. Visiting pilgrim permission obtained 
                                                                             

 
Historical Context 
 
“Glastonbury is a town with a strong historical past that revolves firmly around religion and myth” 
(Prince & Riches 2000, 58). “The heritage marketed in Glastonbury includes that of the Christian 
past (the Abbey ruins and the historic churches)…..the agricultural and architectural past…. the 
more ancient past (Glastonbury Lake village)…..and mysterious legends and myths associated with 
the Tor and springs” (Ivakhiv 2001,99). 

 
 

 
                    Figure 26. Anglican pilgrimage procession 7.7.18 © L Munday 

 

  
Contested Reality 
 
“Glastonbury’s multivalence and propensity for spawning myth have ramifications in the 
contemporary, physical world where different religious orientations from the past (Goddess-
focused, Druidic, Christian) are being “revived” or (re)asserted at the same time in the same 
location. Sometimes complementing, frequently interacting, and on occasion openly competing 
with each other, these discourses draw upon and create “tradition” to lay claim to their place and 
status within contemporary Glastonbury” (Bowman 2004, 276). 



 
44 

 

 
 

 
                                 Figure 27.Catholic Pilgrimage in Abbey House grounds 8. 7.18 ©L Munday 

 

Pilgrimage 
 
“By the Middle Ages Glastonbury Abbey was a major pilgrimage centre, boasting a huge collection 
of relics and a fine library (Bowman 2005, 163). “A centre of pilgrimage for millennia, this small 
Somerset market town has a powerful attraction drawing people from different walks and paths of 
life from all over the world” (Glastonbury Pilgrim Reception Centre, 2018) 
 

 
 

 
                                  Figure 28. Druid summer solstice ceremony Bride’s Mound 18.6.18 

                                         © L Munday 

 
Shared Rituals 
 
 
“Ritual is important in the Alternative Community in Glastonbury…the clear purpose of these acts 
was to celebrate the holistic vision and sustain a sense of community” (Prince & Riches 2000, 183.) 
“In other rituals, such as the Aquarian Cross and the Christmas party, people were directly in 
contact, and the significance of the ritual lay in expressing interdependence and sharing between 
two or more individuals (Prince &Riches 2000, 186). 
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Table 3. Key elements of the spiritual/symbolic environment in Glastonbury 

                                                                    

                                                            Spiritual/Symbolic Environment 
 

 
 

 
                                   Figure 29. Pilgrim Outside St Michael’s Tower, Glastonbury Tor- undated 
                                      Visiting pilgrim photograph – permission obtained 
 

Beliefs, philosophies, expectations 
 
 “It exerts an attraction for a variety of spiritual seekers and scholars on account of the many myths 
that surround it and the myriad claims made for it.” (Bowman 1993a, 2000; Ivakhiv 2001). (Bowman 
2005,159) 
 

 
 

 
                                       Figure 30.The Faery Ball, Glastonbury undated 

                                           Settled pilgrim photograph – permission obtained 

 

Transformation 
 
“Both Christian pilgrims and New Age Pilgrims are drawn to Glastonbury, experience something 
special here and return home renewed, refreshed or inspired“ (Bowman 1993, 59).  
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                             Figure 31. Goddess Conference procession 3. 8. 2014 
                                Visiting pilgrim photograph – permission obtained 

 

Role of Faith 
 
“Two traditions meet in Avalon - the ancient faith of the Britons, and the creed of Christ. The 
older, its relics obliterated, its legends bent to a Christian purpose, is shadowy and veiled” 
(Fortune 2000, 7) 

 

 

 
                               Figure 32. The Sanctuary, Chalice Well 20 4 .18 © L Munday 

 

Origin of spiritual nature 
 
“In Glastonbury, the sacred is felt to communicate itself through the Tor and Chalice Well, through 
landscape figures of the Goddess, through ley lines, through the “buzz” of energy felt by many there 
— although there is clearly room for personal interpretation as to the nature of what is 
communicated. (Bowman 2005, 181) 
 
 



 
47 

 

 
 

 
 

 
                                          Figure 33. Group meditation at chalice well head undated 
                                              Visiting pilgrim photograph permission obtained   

 

 

Supernatural Healing Powers 
 
“At Chalice Hill, the priestess said the healing energy was being sent out though the ley lines, to the 
stone circles, to the crop circles and out to all the world” (Bowman 2005, 186) “A site of some 
potency…Chalice well would, therefore, most likely have been a healing spring from earliest times.” 
(Howard-Gordon 1997, 65) 
 

 

 
                                          Figure 34. Bride’s Well at Beckery 20 4 18 © L Munday 

 
 

Healing God/Goddess 
 
“The sick are not healed by these waters alone….but by the blessing of almighty god (Anon 1751, 
13) “The Elemental Goddess Healing works deeply with The Celtic Goddess of Healing: Brighid, Her 
four elements, the transformative energies of Love and Light. (Marion Brigantia 2018)  
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            Figure 35. Chalice well head and finger labyrinth at St Margaret’s Chapel 17.6.18 

              Visiting pilgrim photographs – permission obtained. 

 

Symbolism 
 
“A figure of particular importance in Glastonbury gematria is the Vesica Piscis, two interlocking 
circles, representing “the interpenetration of the material and immaterial worlds or the yin and the 
yang where the conscious and unconscious meet” (Howard-Gordon 1997,68). “Geoffrey Russell   in 
the 1960’s ….. believed that the Tor slopes had been engineered into a gigantic three dimensional 
maze” (Rahtz 1993, 51).  

 

Comparative study 

This comparative study looks at the personal experiences of healing and transformation for both visiting 

and settled spiritual pilgrims within the town of Glastonbury.  Fieldwork took place in Glastonbury from 

13th April 2018 until 8th July 2018.   A total of six visits were made mainly over long weekends. A total of 

30 pilgrims (15 settled and 15 visiting) completed a questionnaire with the option of a face to face 

interview or self-completion. 

The Participants 

Seventeen females and thirteen males took part in this research More females have taken part in this 

research as it reflects the demographic of New Age communities (Prince & Riches 2000, 129).  Participants 

were in the age range of 25-69. Fifty per cent of all participants were in the age range 40-54. Participants 

for this study were sourced via existing established spiritual networks in Glastonbury and in Hampshire as 

well as by direct contact with pilgrims at the Tor and in the High Street.  See Appendix A for detailed stats. 

All participants except for two people defined themselves as white. One settled pilgrim defined 

themselves as Romany with one refusing to give this information. Respondents’ countries of origins were 

diverse with 23% of all pilgrims from the USA, France, Netherlands, Mexico and Northern Ireland. 

Pseudonyms are used instead of participants real names in this report. 

 



 
49 

 

 

The questionnaire 

The questionnaire focuses on sites in Glastonbury that spiritual pilgrims have been spiritually drawn to 

visit. Spiritual pilgrims often say they are drawn to different places within the town (Bowman 2005, 177). 

The term ‘place’ was not restricted to sacred sites but anywhere they had been spiritually drawn. The 

following table shows these sites: 

Table 4. Sites pilgrims spiritually drawn to visit in Glastonbury 

Site Name % all 
pilgrims 

% visiting 
pilgrims 

% settled  
pilgrims 

% all male 
pilgrims 

% all 
female  
pilgrims 

The Tor 93% 100% 87% 92% 94% 

Chalice Well 73% 66% 80% 62% 82% 

The Abbey 50% 53% 47% 53% 47% 

White Spring 37% 40% 33% 15% 53% 

Wearyall Hill 33% 13% 53% 30% 35% 

Gog and Magog 20% 6.66% 33% 15% 24% 

St John’s Church 17% 13% 20%   8% 24% 

Goddess Temple 17% 20% 7%   8% 24% 

St Margaret’s 
Chapel 

10% 6.66% 13%   8% 12% 

Bride’s Mound 7% 6.66% 6.66%   8%  6% 

The High Street/ 
Glastonbury 
Experience 

7% 6.66% 6.66%  15%  0% 

Bushy Coombe 7% 0% 13.33%    8%   6% 

Avalon Marshes 
Centre 

7% 6.66% 6.66%    0%  12% 

Shekinashram 3.33% 6.66% 0    0%    6% 

Abbey Retreat 
Hse (now closed)  

3.33% 6.66% 0    0%    6% 

Ramala Ctre 
(now closed) 

3.33% 0% 6,66%    8%   0% 

Shambala 
Retreat Centre 
(now closed) 

3.33% 0% 6.66%    8%   0% 

George and 
Pilgrim Inn/King 
Arthur  

3.33% 6.66% 0% 8% 0%   

Town Hall Events 
Megalithamania 
Goddess 
Conference 

 
3.33% 
3.33% 

 
6.66% 
0% 

 
0% 
6.66% 

 
   8% 
   0% 

   
0% 
6% 

Hare Krishna 
House  (now 
closed) 

3.33% 6.66% 0%    8% 0% 

Town (not site 
specific) 

3.33% 0% 6.66%    8% 0% 
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Table 4 shows the large range of sites that pilgrims are spiritually drawn to visit, with the Tor, Chalice Well 

White Spring and the Abbey being the most prevalent. Chalice Well and White Spring are sites that draw 

considerably more female pilgrims than male.  Wearyall Hill and the oaks, Gog and Magog, are sites that 

draw substantially more settled pilgrims.  

Pilgrims were also asked about elements that drew them to these sites (see Table 5). Myths and legends 

are the main factor for both groups. This is reflected in the questionnaires where 100% of settled pilgrims 

and 80% of visiting pilgrims refer to myths and legends in their answers. Noticeably 11 out of 15 visiting 

pilgrims (73%) were drawn by myths and legends with more than a third of these aslo drawn by the history 

of the site. This may indicate a leaning towards spiritual tourism rather than pilgrimage.   

Table 5. Elements that spiritually drew pilgrims to sites 

 

Perriam’s Framework of Investigation 

This next section will look at the results of using Perriam’s framework of investigation into ‘therapeutic 

sites of spiritual significance’ (Perriam 2015, 20).  Both visiting and settled pilgrims were asked about their 

experiences of spiritual connection, improved well-being, sense of community and renewal at sites in 

Glastonbury.  

Spiritual Connections 

This section looks at the ways in which pilgrims experienced a spiritual connection with the site or people 

present at the site. All pilgrims experienced a spiritual connection to at least one specific site with 40% of 

visiting pilgrims and 80% of settled pilgrims connecting to more than one. There were a higher number of  
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different sites mentioned by settled pilgrims which would be expected for local people having a more 

comprehensive knowledge of the area. (See Table 6). 

The Tor, Chalice Well, White Spring and the Abbey are where people most felt a spiritual connection. A 

significant number of settled pilgrims connected to  Gog and Magog, Wearyall Hill and the town as whole 

which were not mentioned by visiting pilgrims. 

Table 6. Sites as which pilgrims experienced spiritual connections 

 

Table 7 shows the significant differences in how pilgrims spiritually connected to the sites. Trees were the 

most common way that settled pilgrims, spiritually connected to sites.  This ties in with the sites of 

Wearyall and Gog and Magog which are showing as significant to the settled community. Spiritual 

practices, rituals and ceremonies were the next most prevalent for mainly settled pilgrims with visiting 

pilgrims significantly connecting to buildings or ruins. Past lives and the elements were significant factors 

solely for settled pilgrims whereas paranormal experiences were only reported by visiting pilgrims.  

For example, one visiting female pilgrim recounted how she saw her deceased father’s face morphed over 

her son after he washed his face with water at Chalice Well.  Another male visiting pilgrim described being 

pulled into a tunnel into an alternative reality at the Tor. 

Two accounts of past lives were connected to the abbey and three with the Tor. One pilgrim had profound 

experiences at the abbey in terms of his past life there. Whilst at the Tor,  he also tapped into the past life 

of Abbot Whiting  who was hung there after the dissolution of the abbey. Two other settled pilgrims felt 

they connected to past lives  at the Tor with one saying: 
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“When I look at the Tor I feel a deep connection to it and know that I have been a pilgrim walking to the 
Tor in many life times.”   

                                                                                                                                                 Roberta settled pilgrim 

This same pilgrim also mentioned that she had felt a past life connection to the abbey feeling a deep 

continuity with the Benedictine order. 

Table 7. How pilgrims spiritually connected at sites. 

 
 

The importance of trees to the settled community 

Connecting to trees on the Glastonbury landscape is the most mentioned way of connecting spiritually at 

sites. It is most prevalent amongst settled pilgrims. Seventy-three per cent of settled pilgrims mentioned 

spiritually connecting to trees as opposed to just twenty per cent of visiting pilgrims. (See table 7). Myths 

and legends are associated with trees on the Glastonbury landscape which  have been covered in chapter 

3.  There are four sites associated with Holy thorns. The most important being the holy thorn on Wearyall 

Hill which was sadly cut down. This seems to hold more significance to the settled community than holy 

thorns elsewhere at the abbey, Chalice well and St John’s church (See table 8). 

One  pilgrim describes her feelings over the thorn on Wearyall Hill being destroyed: 

 “I have felt a connection with the tree but since it has been destroyed it has been very upsetting. It was 

an anchor point for everyone. I feel upset for the whole community.”  

                                                                                                                                                   Shayla settled pilgrim 
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Table 8. Ways in which pilgrims spiritually connected with trees. 

Activity           Tree(s) and Site(s) 
 

No. Visiting 
Pilgrims 

No. Settled  
Pilgrims 

Psychic 
communication/ 
talking to trees 

• Gog and Magog 

• Thorn on Wearyall Hill 

• Yews/oaks Chalice Well 

• Grandmother lime on 
Bushy coombe 

0 
0 
0 
0 

2 
1 
1 
1 

Meditating by tree 
 

• Gog and Magog 0 1 

Group ceremonies 
(e.g. goddess training) 

• Tor Orchard  

• Bushy Coombe 

0 
0 

1 
1 
 

Spiritually connecting 
through physical 
proximity or touch 
 

• Thorn Wearyall Hill 

• Thorn St john’s church 

• Tor Orchard 

• Gog and Magog 

• Abbey Holy thorn 

• Abbey Beech & Willow 

• Chalice Well Orchard 

• Wick Hollow 

• Bushy Coombe 

• Thorns (not defined) 

• Chalice Well Garden     
trees 

 

0 
1 
1 
1 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
1 
1 

6 
1 
2 
2 
0 
2 
1 
1 
1 
0 
0 

 

Figures 36 and  37  show the legendary Glastonbury Thorn on Wearyall Hill before and after its destruction. 

     
Figure 36. Glastonbury Thorn Wearyall Hill  2008          Figure 37. Glastonbury Thorn Wearyall Hall 2017 

Photo © Ken Grainger (cc-by-sa/2.0)                                                   Photo © David Smith (cc-by-sa/2.0)         

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/28395
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
http://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/708
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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Spiritual Practices 

Overall eight settled pilgrims (53%) and seven visiting pilgrims (46%) mentioned participating in spiritual 

practices at sites around Glastonbury. Meditation was the most frequent spiritual practice which took 

place across the most diverse number of sites - the Tor, Chalice Well, White Spring, Gog and Magog, the 

Goddess Temple and Shekinashram ( See table 9).                                    

Table 9. Spiritual practices engaged in by pilgrims at sites 

 

Rituals 

Overall eight settled (53%) and six visiting pilgrims (40%) mentioned participating in rituals at sites. These 

mainly took place at Chalice Well, the Tor and White Spring.  

Rituals involving water such as ritual bathing in water for healing and cleansing purposes were the most 

popular along with the collecting and drinking of water. These took place at Chalice Well and White Spring. 

(See table 10) 

The tor and its tower were significant places for ritual. These included walking the Tor terraces as a 

labyrinth and standing in St Michael’s tower for rituals. One ritual was connected to the sunrise on the 8th 

May , when a male pilgrim stood awaiting the connection of the sun’s path with the St Michael ley line. 

The other was  a female pilgrim standing in the tower allowing the elements to blow negative energy 

away from the body. This was done whilst calling on the angels, fairies and goddesses. 

 

Meditation, 8, 36%

Chanting/Toning, 4, 
18%

Talking to 
trees, 3, 14%

Dancing, 2, 9%

Journeying, 1, 4%

Dowsing , 1, 4%

Praying, 1, 5%
Energy clearing, 1, 

5% Singing, 1, 5%
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Table 10. Rituals engaged in by pilgrims at sites 

 

Other rituals included offering mead to the fairies at the Tor by pouring it into the earth as well as visiting 

the thorn on Wearyall Hill to leave worries there. 

Symbolism is also an important part of all pilgrims’ experience with the following table 11 showing the 

most commonly mentioned. The importance of trees is again shown with the use of tree symbolism. 

Figure 11. Most common symbolism mentioned by pilgrims 

 

The tor is the site with the most use of symbolism with the labyrinth, tower and goddess symbolism 

prevalent. 
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Improved well-being at sites 

High numbers of pilgrims experienced improved well-being in Glastonbury – 87% of visiting pilgrims and 

100% of settled pilgrims. 8 visiting pilgrims (53%) were not site specific and instead spoke of improved 

well-being by being in the town. This in contrast to 2 settled pilgrims (13.34%) (See table 12) 

Table 12.Sites where pilgrims experienced improved well being 

 

 

Interestingly a third of all pilgrims spoke about the town of Glastonbury in terms of well-being rather than 

being site specific suggesting their well-being comes from a wide number of experiences and places. 

How pilgrims experienced improved well-being 

Improved well-being was experienced in several ways. (See table 13.)  A third of settled pilgrims 

mentioned healing in contrast to no visiting pilgrims. The experiences of healing are often profound in the 

settled community. Gary had been able to significantly improve his serious mental health issues by 

spending time at Chalice Well. Whilst Fiona reported being mentally and spiritually healed of a significant 

trauma whilst bathing in the water at White Spring: 

“The healing qualities of the male energies (are) at the White Spring ….the nourishment it provides is from 
the fatherly side. The “get up and do it” is from the warrior energy. This is where you need to be when 
you need to get healing.” 

                                                                                                                                                    Fiona settled pilgrim 
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 Table 13. How pilgrims experience well-being at sites 

What is 
experienced 
 

Where and how Visiting 
Pilgrims 

Settled 
Pilgrims 

All 
Pilgrims 

Re-energised/ 
Empowered  

Being in the town and visiting sites.  
Sites mentioned were the Tor, 
Wearyall Hill and White Spring.  

5  (33.33%) 4 (26%) 9 (30%) 

Peace, relaxation 
and nurturing.  

These were mainly experienced at 
Chalice Well Gardens. The abbey, 
the Tor, St Margaret’s chapel, 
White Spring and Gog and Magog 
were also mentioned 

4 (26%) 5  (33.33%) 9 (30%) 

Joy/Happiness/ 
Euphoria/Uplifted  

Experienced by being in the town 
and visiting a variety of sites such 
as the Tor, abbey, White Spring, 
Wearyall Hill, Chalice Well 

2 (13.33%)  4  (26%  6 20%) 

Spiritual 
experience 
 

Avalon Marshes Starling 
Murmurations, divinity at the 
abbey,  ancestral contact at the Tor 
and ‘dark night of the soul’ event 

2 (13.33%) 4 (26%) 6 (20%) 

Healed/ 
Rebalanced  

The tor, Chalice Well and the 
abbey. Also, by self- reflection and 
transformation from living in 
Glastonbury 

0 (0%) 5 (33.33%)   5 (16%) 

Cleansed  Chalice Well and White Spring by 
imbibing or bathing in the waters 

1 (6.66%) 2  (13.44%)  3 (10%) 

Restoration/ 
Renewal  

Chalice Well and White spring 
associated with water 

2 (13.44%) 1  (6.66%)  3 (10%) 

Connecting to 
Glastonbury and 
becoming 
grounded 

Buying spiritual souvenirs in High 
Street as reminder of pilgrimage, 
coming to Glastonbury. Grounding 
by connecting to  the land and at 
White Spring 

1 (6.66%) 2 (13.44%)  3 (10%) 

Community  
connection  

St John’s Church as community site 
and the town Hall event, 
Megalithamania engaging with 
like-minded others 

1 (6.66%) 1 (6.66%) 2(6.66%) 

 

Three settled pilgrims (20%) spoke about their ‘Glastonbury Experience’ which had led to a lot of healing 

but was a very difficult process to go through. One female settled pilgrim summed it up in these words: 

“The interesting thing is when you move here you go through a three- year period and you either survive 
or you move away. Avalon holds up a mirror and the mirror is the waters around the island which are not 
visible in the normal world but are visible in the Avalon world. There is no escape from looking in the 
mirror. People get ill if they don’t look in the mirror but if you don’t look in the mirror you cannot be here. 
The opposite effect is stress and an ill period but when you go through that, the dark night of the soul, it 
definitely improves your mental and physical well- being. It’s not instant. 

                                                                                                                                                  Marion settled pilgrim 
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Sense of community that promotes self- healing 

This section looks at pilgrims’ experiences of community that promotes their own self-healing. There were 

considerably differences between visiting and settled pilgrims. Two thirds of visiting pilgrims (66%) 

experienced this but a sizeable 27% did not, citing other people as a distraction from their pilgrimage 

experience. All settled pilgrims experienced a sense of community with approximately 87% feeling it had 

promoted their own self-healing.  The Tor and Chalice Well were significant sites where this occurred. 

(See table 14) 

Tourism was cited by several settled and visiting pilgrims as a factor in affecting their positive experience 

of a site.  

”At all of these places something of the magic is taken away by the commercial tourist element.”   

                                                                                                                                                   Steve, Settled pilgrim 

“Chalice Well, I like to visit alone and cannot relax or engage with the site when there are many other 

people or tourist groups, undermining the tranquillity of the spot. “ 

                                                                                                                                                    Anna, Visiting Pilgrim 

 

Table 14. Sites where pilgrims feel a sense of community that promotes self- healing 

 

 

Community theatre, Green man gatherings at the Assembly Rooms along with volunteering at sites such 

as Chalice Well and the Avalon Library were important sites for settled pilgrims. The abbey was a place  
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where two settled female pilgrims felt a sense of community within the grounds. Seasonal celebrations 

at Chalice Well were the most reported group event where people felt a sense of community and healing. 

40% of settled pilgrims and 26.6% of visiting pilgrims mentioned participating in spiritual practices, rituals 

or celebrations in a group setting at sites.  

Table 15. How spiritual pilgrims experience a sense of community that promotes self-healing 

 

Connecting with others at community events such as seasonal celebrations, spiritual gatherings or 

community theatre was the most prevalent way that both visiting and settled pilgrims experienced a sense 

of community which promotes self-healing. (See Table 15) Main sites where seasonal celebrations or 

other group ceremonies were reported as being attended are listed under Table 16. 

Table 16. Sites where pilgrims attend community seasonal celebrations and ceremonies  
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Renewal 

Pilgrims were less site specific when speaking about experiencing renewal in Glastonbury. Whilst all 

settled pilgrims (100%) said they had experienced renewal, 8 pilgrims (53%) referred to living in 

Glastonbury as the main reason. Finding a spiritual home, living a healthier lifestyle and support from 

other members of the alternative spiritual community were the main reasons given. 

One pilgrim’s account is shown below: 

“Glastonbury, healed my home-sickness, loneliness and despondency, helped me feel less lost and 

uncertain about life. I think the main improvement in my well-bring came from simply being grounded in 

this place and able to get fully involved in it.” 

                                                                                                                                               Charlotte, settled pilgrim 

Where sites were mentioned by settled pilgrims, The Tor and Chalice Well were significant places of 

renewal. (See table 17.) 

Visiting pilgrims were also less site-specific concerning renewal with a third saying that visiting 

Glastonbury was the main factor. 80% of visiting pilgrims experienced renewal. 

Table 17. Sites where spiritual pilgrims experienced renewal. 

 

 

 

 

 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

Gog & Magog

Bride's Mound

Shekinashram

St John's Church

Megalithamania at town hall

Abbey

White Spring

Chalice Well

Tor

Living in town/visting town

All Settled Visiting



 
61 

 

How pilgrims experienced renewal 

Visiting and settled pilgrims experience Glastonbury in terms of renewal in very different ways. See 

tables 18 and 19) The focus is very much on the community experience of living in Glastonbury for 

settled pilgrims along with spiritual practices or rituals at sites.  

Table 18. Visiting pilgrims experience of renewal 

  

 

Table 19.  Settled pilgrims experience of renewal 

 

There is much more of a variety of reasons given by visiting pilgrims who seem to connect to many 

different aspects of sites including earth energies, the elements, other people and the peaceful 

restorative atmosphere. One male visiting pilgrim described his experience thus: 
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 “The renewal is achieved by visiting several sites. Visitng one on its own is not enough as they all have 

different energies. The streets connect you with people, the church is peaceful. The Abbey and Tor 

connect to the heavens and have special ground energies. I felt renewed at Megalithamania by new 

theories around the origins and purposes of historic/ancient sites. The Pilgrims journey also includes the 

excitement of travelling to a destination and contemplation afterwards. 

                                                                                                                                               Graham visiting pilgrim 

                            

Uncomfortable places 

Pilgrims were also asked if there were any places in Glastonbury where they felt uncomfortable or uneasy. 

This is to investigate areas which might be viewed by pilgrims as less ‘therapeutic’ or even ‘non-

therapeutic.’  

Six visiting pilgrims (40%) and three settled pilgrims (20%) said that they did not experience any 

uncomfortable places. 70% of all pilgrims said they did experience uncomfortable or uneasy places in 

Glastonbury. 

The main area where both settled and visiting pilgrims felt uncomfortable focused around the town 

centre. (See table 20)  Two sites were especially highlighted, on the street outside St John’s church  and 

the Assembly Rooms. The former is related to anti-social behaviour and the latter, difficult  ‘dark energy.’ 

Other areas mentioned were outside the White Spring, again related to anti-social behaviour, and at the 

Tor, where pilgrims felt exposed due to the elements or being alone. However, one settled female pilgrim 

experienced a dark difficult energy there. A hostile environment from Christians was also experienced by 

a visiting female pilgrim on retreat at Abbey House during Christmas. (See table 21) 

Table 20. Places where pilgrims felt uncomfortable or uneasy 
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Table 21. Pilgrims’ experiences at places where they felt uncomfortable or uneasy 

 

 

The Retreat 

The purpose of conducting a retreat was to see if the retreat could be designated a ‘therapeutic site of 

spiritual significance’. Perriam developed her framework of investigation by observational work at a 

Christian retreat house which was accepting of all faiths and none as well as a pilgrimage site which 

focused on healing stones.(Perriam 2015) 
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Whilst pilgrims were asked about their experiences at sites around Glastonbury, the focus was how they 

experienced the retreat weekend. All participants had their own room at Pilgrims B&B which has a 

meditation chalet and relaxing landscaped gardens. Seven pilgrims, five females and two males took part 

over the weekend 15-17th June 2018.  

All seven retreat attendees connected with others present. Four felt a spiritual connection with three 

feeling more of a human connection. All attendees also spiritually connected with at least one site in 

Glastonbury. The most popular place for spiritual connection was St Margaret’s Chapel and the meditation 

chalet at the retreat B&B. Both sites were considered peaceful. 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Drunks/begging/ASB
run down area

Dark energy Hostility to
alternative
community

Feeling exposed Commercialised
spiritual

marketplace

N
o

. o
f 

p
ilg

im
s

Pilgrims' experiences

Visiting Settled All



 
64 

 

 

Visiting pilgrimage sites with other pilgrims was an important part of the retreat weekend experience. 

There was a focus on seeking calm peaceful environments which is in keeping with the ethos of retreat as 

defined by Conradson (Conradson 2007) 

Pilgrimage sites spoken of in terms of peace and calm were: 

• St Margaret’s chapel, Chalice Well and the Goddess Temple. 

Those that were considered the most healing were: 

• The abbey, Chalice Well and the Tor.  

Looking at the results of Perriam’s framework for investigation, the following table  22 shows the results. 

Just one pilgrim did not experience improved well being or a sense of community promoting self- healing. 

This pilgrim was unfortunately experiencing a painful physical condition which meant that they had a 

difficult time, withdrawing frequently. 

Table 22. Retreat pilgrims results of Perriam’s framework for investigation 
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Identifying data from the questionnaires, table 23 has been put together to show the most valued 

elements of the retreat experience at Pilgrims B&B. There were only positive comments. 

 

Table 23. Elements valued by pilgrims at the retreat B&B, Pilgrims. 

 

 

Uncomfortable Places 

Pilgrims at the retreat were also asked about uncomfortable places they encountered during the 

weekend. Interestingly, there was an extreme reaction to the internal environment at White Spring,  a 

converted Victorian reservoir building now housing a water temple (See figure 38).  Two thirds (66%) of 

those who visited – three females and one male had strong negative reactions.  

One retreat female pilgrim wrote: 

“I did not like this place at all.  The combination of poor light and straying water and decorated nooks and 
crannies and naked bathing bodies did not make me feel relaxed.  It felt like a damp dark man-
manufactured place and not natural at all.  It was in a brick tunnel and not a natural cave.  

                                                                                                                                                     Rachel retreat pilgrim 

This in contrast to one retreat male pilgrim who had the opposite reaction; 

“I felt a great sense of joy entering here, smiled most of the time I was here. My greeting by the person 
at the entrance felt warm and genuine. It felt like a place both to contemplate and to celebrate.” 

                                                                                                                                                   Peter retreat pilgrim 

This clearly shows how pilgrims can have extremely different experiences in the same space.  
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Other places that were considered uncomfortable or uneasy were The Goddess Temple, High Street and 

Gnostic Chapel.    

 

 

           Figure 38.  White Spring Water Temple. Photo © Neil Owen (cc-by-sa/2.0) 

 

Results from Comparative study of Perriam’s  Framework of investigation 

We can see in table 24 that settled pilgrims experience higher levels of improved well-being, sense of 

community that promotes self-healing and renewal than visiting pilgrims. 

Table 24. Outcome of Perriam’s framework of investigation 
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Key Findings from the research 

• Glastonbury as a place of pilgrimage can be defined as a ‘therapeutic landscape’ under Gesler’s 

theory. (Tables 1-3) 

• The Tor, Chalice Well and White Spring are the main sites considered by visiting and settled 

pilgrims to be ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance.’ (Tables 6,12,14,17) 

• Settled pilgrims speak more often of profound healing experiences than visiting pilgrims. (Table 

13)  

• Trees are a significant way for settled pilgrims to spiritually connect at pilgrimage sites.(Tables 7 

& 8) 

• Spiritual practices, rituals and celebrations are an important therapeutic way that both visiting 

and settled pilgrims interact at pilgrimage sites (Tables 9 &10) 

• Myths and legends are the most important elements in drawing pilgrims to sites (Table 5) 

• A variety of symbolism is used by both visiting and settled pilgrims to engage with pilgrimage 

sites (Table 11) 

• The town centre is the predominant area where both settled and visiting pilgrims feel 

uncomfortable or uneasy mainly due to anti-social behaviour. (Table 19 &20) 

• In contrast to visiting pilgrims, more settled and retreat pilgrims experienced renewal and a 

sense of community promoting self-healing (Tables 21 & 23) 

• Pilgrims B&B was a positive therapeutic setting for retreat pilgrims. (Table 22) 
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                                                                    CHAPTER 6 -  CONCLUSION 

 

“Glastonbury, then, contains a variety of pilgrimage sites and a variety of pilgrims…“For the plethora of 

reasons for Glastonbury’s specialness, people can choose to concentrate on one or many, arriving at a 

synthesis of whatever s/he finds most meaningful and relevant. It has a multiple- choice attraction.”  

(Bowman 1993, 40) 

Glastonbury’s ‘therapeutic landscape’ is a product of many features which include its outstanding natural 

landscape, sacred springs and cultural heritage. (See tables 1-3) It is also a place steeped in myth, legends 

and spirituality. (Prince & Riches 2000, 58) The research clearly shows that the town has many different 

heritage sites at which spiritual pilgrims spiritually connect and a variety of ways of experiencing that 

connection (See tables 6 & 7) 

When looking at the results from Perriam’s framework of investigation, there are three main sites that 

are important to all spiritual pilgrims as ‘therapeutic sites of spiritual significance.’ These are the Tor, 

Chalice Well and White Spring. One important factor is their use as places for ritual and group 

celebrations. The research affirmed that attending community events and seasonal celebrations are an 

important way that both visiting and settled pilgrims enjoy a sense of community at heritage sites. (See 

tables 15 & 16) The abbey appears to be a significant therapeutic site but of lesser importance to the 

alternative spiritual community.  

However, the Tor and White Spring have also been identified as places which cause unease and discomfort 

for some spiritual pilgrims. (See tables 19 & 20) This supports the idea that  places are shaped by an 

individual’s personal experience as opposed to being inherently therapeutic.  (Collins and Kearns (2007) 

cited in Foley 2010, 5) 

High numbers of tourists and pilgrims in Glastonbury can detract from pilgrims’ spiritual experiences with 

a quarter of all spiritual pilgrims mentioning this as a negative factor. This was very apparent in the results 

of the visiting pilgrims who may want a more solitary experience or who simply did not feel that they 

connected with any fellow travellers.  

The concept that a ‘therapeutic site of spiritual significance’ must have an element of supportive 

community engagement is potentially problematic based on my research. Perriam, develops her 

framework from Gesler’s case study of Lourdes (1996) where he emphasised his positive experience of 

communitas. (Gesler 1996) However the Lourdes environment is very structured and controlled, with 

pilgrims involved in group activities (Eade & Sallnow 1991, xi. Gesler 1996,104) This is more representative 

of  Christian pilgrims’ experiences of the annual pilgrimage at Glastonbury Abbey  (Bowman 2004, 280). 
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Spiritual pilgrims visiting Glastonbury may or may not wish to be part of a group and in some cases prefer 

to pursue a more solitary quest. (Bowman 2005, 275) This can also be true for settled pilgrims, but the 

research shows that connecting to a community of like-minded spiritual seekers is very important for 

their own healing. (See table 15) Ruth Prince has described the alternative spiritual community in 

Glastonbury as a conceptual community experiencing ideological communitas. (Prince & Riches 2000, 

179)   it is not geographically specific and one way it connects is via community events and celebrations. 

(Prince & Riches 2000, 200) Certainly, settled and retreat pilgrims experienced a significantly higher 

sense of community at heritage sites than visiting pilgrims (See tables 21 & 23). 

The benefits of group activities at pilgrimage sites is also reflected in the findings from the Human Henge 

project (See chapter 1) “It is evident that for the majority of participants there was a positive impact 

upon their mental health and wellbeing which they attribute to the programme and associated 

activities.” (Human Henge 2017, 19)  

Glastonbury’s alternative spiritual community have brought a new sense of place to the town along with 

new interpretations of its past ( Prince & Riches 2000, 60). There is a focus on the natural landscape and 

a desire to connect to a prehistoric past of ancient wisdom (Bowman 2005, 181). Contemporary spiritual 

pilgrims are creating new symbolic landscapes imbuing the land with alternative spiritual and mythic 

meaning. Where previously Christianity had forged its own symbolic landscape, different groups such as 

the Goddess movement are ‘reterritorialising’ the land. (Whitehead 2013, 69) 

“As we reinvent our spiritual traditions, the pilgrimage sites of old become pilgrimage sites of new 
traditions that often eclectically borrow from the past in creating new sources of spiritual engagement. 
Because of the power of place, tradition, imposing architecture and natural structures, these ancient 
pilgrimage traditions are often at the focus of both traditional and new age responses. 

                                                                                                                             (Dubisch & Winkleman 2005, viii) 

Ivakhiv accuses the New Age and earth spirituality movements in Glastonbury of building “an alternative 

metanarrative” using new or amodern stories. (Ivakhiv 2001, 6)  However, it is important to understand 

that “no one version of Glastonbury has a complete monopoly” (Bowman 2005, 186).  There is no New 

Age ‘authorised heritage discourse’ (Smith 2006, 28 ) even though there may be certain discourses which 

have the status of ‘common knowledge’ (Bowman 2005,158). 

In phenomenology, pilgrims’ experiences of the  Glastonbury landscape, are strongly informed, by its 

symbols and images. (Ivakhiv 2001, 133) Pilgrims referred to  a range of symbols which were prevalent 

in rituals (See table 10)  It was an important way they connected to sites. One of the most prevalent 

symbols is the labyrinth, which features at sites such as the Tor, St Margaret’s Chapel and St John’s 

Church. (See figure 39 ) 
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            Figure 39 – Pilgrims walking the labyrinth, St Johns Church. Photo L Munday 

 

Walking the labyrinth can have healing and transformative elements; 

“The labyrinth is the powerful symbol of an individual or society seeking rebirth, enlightenment and 

transcendence….You enter the labyrinth in one state of being, arrive at the symbolic centre of 

enlightenment and exit in a “different state of being”— with a question answered, different perspective, 

change in belief or a change in life’s course. (Alt 2017, 287) 

Myths and legends are commonly connected to symbolism. We see this with Gog and Magog and the 

Glastonbury thorns. Trees are of special importance to the settled community (See table 8) which may be 

connected to Celtic tree worship (Bowman 2005, 178).  Both tree types are mentioned in An Avalon 

Anthem, a community song written to bring the Glastonbury spiritual community together. (Pilgrim 

Reception 2018)  One of the writers, Dr Lynne Sedgmore has given kind permission for it to be reproduced 

and the relevant verse is shown below: 

                                                               Verse from An Avalon Anthem 

“Grace and beauty through the mists are seen 

Enter the vale where the Tor soars green 

From Holy Springs bless-ed waters flow 

Thorn and Oak as one we grow.” 

Lyrics © 2014 Lynne Sedgmore, Morgana West and Ananda O'Kelly 
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Limitations and Further Research 

This project has produced a large set of interesting results. However, more detailed research needs to be 

done around pilgrims’ interactions at pilgrimage sites. For example, the questionnaire did not ask specific 

questions concerning rituals or ceremonies. Therefore, higher numbers of pilgrims may engage in them 

than has been recorded here. Holloway’s work on rituals performed by Glastonbury’s alternative spiritual 

community (2013), focuses on the ‘unofficial sacred space’ as opposed to the religious. (Holloway 2003, 

1973) It would be a good starting point for further investigation which could develop into research for a 

Phd. 
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Appendix A 

 

Comparative study statistics 

1.Age and gender composition of comparative study participants 

 
 

Visiting Pilgrim Settled Pilgrims   Both Groups 
  combined 

Total Male Pilgrims 
 

 6 (40%) 
 

 7 (46.66%)      13 (43.33%) 

Male Age Ranges  25-39 (1) 16.66%                                                         
40-54 (4) 66.66%                                                                                 
55-69 (1) 16.66% 
 

  25-39 (0)   0% 
  40-54 (4) 57% 
  55-69 (3) 43%                         

    25-39 (1) 7.69% 
    40-54 (8) 61.58% 
    55-69 (4) 30.78% 

Total Female Pilgrims 
 

 9(60%)     8 (53.34%)       17 (56.66%) 

Female Age Ranges 25-59 (0) 0% 
40-54 (2) 22.22% 
55-69 (6) 66.66% 
Unknown (1) 11.12% 

   25-39 (2) 25% 
   40-54 (5) 62.5% 
   55-69 (1) 12.5% 

   25-39 (2) 11.78% 
   40-54 (7) 41.17% 
   55-69 (7) 41.17% 
   Unknown (1)5.88% 

Total No. Participants   15     15        30   

 

2. Educational attainment of comparative study participants 

Pilgrim type Sex Levels 6, 7 & 8 

Degree, 

Masters, PHD 

Levels 3,4 &5 

HNC, HND, 

A Level  

Level 2 

GCE/GCSE 

Not given 

Settled Female    7 (87.5%)  1 (12.5%)   0 (0%)    0 (0%) 

Visiting Female   5 (55%)  1 (11.5%)  2 (22%)   1 (11.5%) 

Both Female  12 (70%)  2 (12%)  2 (12%)   1 (6%) 

      

Settled  Male    4 (57%)   1 (14%)  0 (0%)   2 (28%) 

Visiting  Male    0 (0%)   3 (50%) 3 (50%)   0 (0%) 

Both Male    4 (30.76%)   4 (30.76%) 3 (23%)   2(15.48%) 

      

All Both sexes  16 (53.33%)   6 (20%) 5 (16.66%)   3 (10.01%) 
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3. Sourcing of comparative study participants and method of questionnaire completion 

 

Pilgrim Type Sex M/F Existing  

Network 

New 

Contact 

 Face to face 

 Interview 

Self- completed 

interview 

Visiting   Female       7     2        2       7 

    “   Male       3     3        3       3 

Settled   Female       1     7        6       2 

    “   Male       1     6        7        0 

Total   M&F     12  (40%)   18  (60%)      18  (60%)     12 ( 40%) 

 

Retreat study statistics 

 

4. Demographics for retreat study participants 

 
 

Female Pilgrim Male Pilgrim  Both groups 
 combined 

Total no. pilgrims 
 

  5 (71.42%) 
 

 2 (28.58%)      7 (100%) 

Age Ranges  40-54 (2) 40% 
55-69 (3) 60% 
 

  40-54 (1) 50% 
  55-69 (1) 50%                         

     40-54 (3) 43% 
     55-69  (4) 57% 

Qualifications  Level 7 (2) 
 Level 6 (1) 
 Level 2 (1) 
 Not given (1) 

  Level 6 (2)      Level 7 (2) 
     Level 6 (3) 
     Level 2 (1) 
     Not given (1) 

Employment  HR 1 
 Law 1 
 Secretarial 1 
 Taxi driver 1 
 Accountancy 1 

  Unemployed (1) 
  Part time student (1) 
   
 

     Employed (5) 
     Student (1) 
     Unemployed (1) 
 

Ethnic Group White British  (5) White British( 2)    White British (7) 
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Appendix B 

Glastonbury Pilgrimage Questionnaire 2018 

This questionnaire is confidential.  However, only disclose information you feel comfortable in sharing. 

The text boxes expand as you write. So, feel free to write as much or as little as you like. 

N.B. The word ‘place’ in this questionnaire can refer to absolutely anywhere within the town of 

Glastonbury and is not restricted in any way to those perceived as sacred sites. 

 

1. In what year were you first drawn to visit Glastonbury as a spiritual pilgrim? 

 

 

2. How many times since your initial visit have you visited Glastonbury as a spiritual pilgrim?  

(If you are now living in Glastonbury, please state how many times you visited as a spiritual pilgrim 

before settling. Please also state the year in which you became resident) 

 
 

 

3. What was the first place in Glastonbury you were spiritually drawn to visit? 

 
 

 

4. Was there something specific that drew you to this place? YES 

If yes, please describe what drew you. 

 
 

  

5. What other places in Glastonbury, if any, have you been spiritually drawn to visit?   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6. Was there something specific that drew you to any of these sites? NO 

If yes, please describe what drew you  
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7. Have you felt a spiritual connection at any of the places you have been drawn to visit?  (The spiritual 

connection could be with the site itself or with people present) YES 

If yes, please describe where at each site this spiritual connection took place and the way(s) in which 

you experienced it. The text box will expand to take a long answer if necessary.  

 

 

8. Did you feel improved well-being or ‘better being’ at any of these places? YES 

If you answered yes, please describe where at each site you felt this improved well- being and the 

way(s)  in which you experienced it. The text box will expand to take a long answer if necessary. 

 

 
 

 

9. Did you feel a sense of community with like- minded others at any of these places that promoted 

your own self- healing? YES/NO 

If you answered yes, please describe where at each site you felt this sense of community and in what 

way(s) you experienced it. The text box will expand to take a long answer if necessary. 

 
 
 
 

 

10. Did you experience renewal of mind body and spirit at any of these places? YES/NO 

If you answered yes, please describe where at each site you felt this sense of renewal and in what 

way(s) you experienced it. The text box will expand to take a long answer if necessary. 

 
 

 

11. Are there any places in Glastonbury where you feel uncomfortable or uneasy? YES/NO 

If you answered yes, please describe the whereabouts of the site and your experience? 

 
 

 

12. Did you know anything about Glastonbury’s myths and legends before you visited for the first time? 

YES/NO 

If you answered yes, please describe what you knew 
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13. Do you have any pictures of the places you have described which you are happy to share? YES 

If yes, which places are they? 

 
 

 

14. Which age group best describes you? 

16-24  25-39 Yes 40-54  55-69  70+  

 

15. What is your highest qualification? i.e. GCSE, A Level, Degree etc. 

 

 

16. Are you currently in paid employment? YES.  If yes what is your job title 

 

 

N.B. if you are currently not in paid employment i.e. retired, student etc. what, if any, was your last 

paid employment role?  

 
 

 

17. Which ethnic group best describes you? Please tick the box. 

White British/English/Irish/Welsh/Scottish  Asian - Indian  

White Other  Asian - Chinese  

Black African  Asian - Pakistani  

Black Caribbean  Asian- Bangladeshi  

Black Other  Arab  

Mixed ethnicity Black African/White  Other (Please describe)  

Mixed ethnicity Black Caribbean/White    

Mixed ethnicity Other    
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Glastonbury Pilgrimage Weekend 15th -17th June 2018 - Participant Questionnaire 

Thank you for taking part in our retreat weekend together. 

This questionnaire asks about your experiences during the weekend and is confidential.  However, only 

disclose information you feel comfortable in sharing. The text boxes expand as you write. So, feel free 

to write as much or as little as you like. 

N.B. The word ‘place’ in this questionnaire can refer to absolutely anywhere within the town of 

Glastonbury and is not restricted in any way to those perceived as sacred sites. 

 

1. During your stay did you feel a spiritual connection with others present at the retreat?  

Yes  No  

 

If YES in what ways did you experience this spiritual connection? 
 
 
 
 

 

2. Did you feel a spiritual connection at any of the places you visited? This connection could be to the 

site itself as well as the people present. 

Yes  No  

 

If YES at which site(s) did you feel this connection and whereabouts? i.e. by the altar in the abbey 
 
 
 
 
 

 

3.  Did you experience a sense of community with like-minded others during the retreat that promoted 

your own self- healing?  

Yes  No  

 

If YES if how did you experience this? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
xxv 

 

4.  Have you felt improved well-being or ‘better being’ due to attending the retreat weekend?  

Yes  No  

 

If YES, how did you experience this and where?  
 
 
 

 

5. Have you experienced a renewal of mind body and spirit due to attending the retreat weekend? 

Yes  No  

 

If YES, please describe your experience 
 
 
 

 

The next few questions are about specific places that you may have visited during your retreat 

weekend. I am interested to know about any specific events, people you encountered and 

whether you experienced any of the following: 

• a spiritual connection with place or others present 

• improved well-being or “better-being” 

• community with like-minded others that led to self-healing 

• renewal of mind body and spirit. 

If you did not visit a site that is listed, please just put N/A in the text box. 

St John’s Church, Labyrinth and the Glastonbury Thorn Tree 

 

6. Please describe your personal experience of St John’s Church, Labyrinth and the Glastonbury 
Thorn 
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Glastonbury High Street 

 

 

7. Please describe your personal experience of Glastonbury High Street including any shops, pubs 
or other services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Glastonbury Experience and Goddess Temple 

 

  

8. Please describe your personal experience of the Glastonbury Experience Courtyard and 
Goddess Temple. 
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St Margaret’s Chapel and Alms houses 

 

 

9. Please describe your experience of St Margaret’s Chapel and Alms houses 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Gnostic Chapel 

 

10. Please describe your personal experience of the Gnostic chapel 
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Glastonbury Abbey 

 

11. Please describe your personal experience of Glastonbury Abbey 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Glastonbury Tor and St Michael’s Tower 

 

12. Please describe your personal experience of Glastonbury Tor and St Michael’s Tower 
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Beckery Chapel (site) Bride’s Mound 

 

13. Please describe your personal experience of Bride’s Mound 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Chalice Well 

 

 

14. Please describe your personal experience of Chalice Well 
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White Spring 

 

 

15. Please describe your personal experience of White Spring 
 
 
 

 

16. Did the retreat weekend meet your expectations? 

Yes  No  

 

If Yes, please explain how your expectations were met 
 
 
 

 

17. Were there any places in Glastonbury where you felt uncomfortable or uneasy?  

Yes  No  

 

If you answered yes, please describe the whereabouts of the site and your experience? 

 
 
 
 

 

18. Did you know anything about Glastonbury’s myths and legends before this retreat? 

Yes  No  

 

If yes, please describe what you knew 
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19. Which age group best describes you? 

16-24  25-39  40-54  55-69  70+  

 

20. What is your highest qualification? i.e. GCSE, A Level, Degree etc. 

 
 

 

21. Are you currently in paid employment? This includes self-employment. YES/NO.  If yes what is your 

job title 

 
 

 

N.B. if you are currently not in paid employment i.e. retired, student etc. what, if any, was your last 

paid employment role?  

 
 

 

22. Which ethnic group best describes you? Please tick the box. 

White British/English/Irish/Welsh/Scottish  Asian - Indian  

White Other  Asian - Chinese  

Black African  Asian - Pakistani  

Black Caribbean  Asian- Bangladeshi  

Black Other  Arab  

Mixed ethnicity Black African/White  Other (Please describe)  

Mixed ethnicity Black Caribbean/White    

Mixed ethnicity Other    

 

 


